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The traditional Hindu temples of Singapore are devotional and community spaces, where 
diverse groups of Indians with varied regional, linguistic, caste, and citizenship identities 
meet and mingle. Increasingly, there has been a growing sense by “local” Hindus of being 
crowded out of their temples by new professional Indian migrants, whose immigration into 
Singapore has increased significantly in the last decade. This thesis, as an ethnographic study 
of the Sri Siva Durga temple and the Shree Lakshminarayan temple, investigates the social 
interactions between two groups, and examines how the different ways of belonging are 
negotiated within the temple. 
This thesis examines what it means to be “local” and “foreigner” as both a ‘North’ or ‘South’ 
Indian in Singapore, and how this affects devotee interactions in moments of worship and 
voluntarism. As two main activities that the temple is structured around, worship and 
voluntarism are understood as spaces of intercultural interaction that are both the lenses to 
understand Indian identities by, as well as to examine the effects of these identities on 
existing temple activities.  
Worship, a central function of the temple, is argued as peripherally conjoined to moments of 
lingering, loitering, and idleness, which can facilitate reparative knowledge within divided 
communities. Temple tours, a hybrid form of holy pilgrimage and secular tourism, contains 
many of these moments, exemplifies how these overlooked phenomena may contribute 
towards the development of communitas. This thesis also proposes that seva, as a form of 
voluntarism, is a dialogical process between temple authorities and new devotees, and a 
powerful method of negotiating the latter’s position within the temple. 
Ultimately, this thesis argues that greater inclusion through temple activities is possible, but 
cannot translate immediately into positions of power and full belonging. However, the forms 
of hybrid identities and positions that emerge through worship and seva are indicative that 
the diasporic Hindu temple in Singapore will evolve spatially and functionally in response to 
the changing landscape of Indian communities in Singapore—retaining its original 





































'What kind of Indian are you?' 
'Apa macam punya mama?' he said. 
I had stammering Tamil, two words of Urdu, 
It seemed hard to get round his head. 
 
'Apa macam punya mama?' he said 
In Malay, our one common tongue. 
It seemed hard to get round his head. 
And I shamefully left my head - hung. 
 
In Malay, our one common tongue, 
I was tempted to ask, 'What of you? 
I may shamefully leave my head hung, 
But at least I'm not one of the few 
 
Who've abandoned the sarabat-prata tradition 
With my stammering Tamil, two words of Urdu. 
I'm not the only 'revised Mama edition'. 
Just what kind of Indian are you?' -­‐ ‘pantun for a drink seller at newton circus’, by Aaron Maniam 
 
 
The place of the Indian individual within the palimpsest of Singapore society is firmly 
ensconced within the letter ‘I’. This ‘I’ sits snug within the Chinese-Malay-Indian-Others 
(CMIO) framework of multiculturalism, a colonial inheritance that demarcates residents 
and citizens of Singapore racially as Chinese, Malay, Indian, or ‘Others’. Of the problems 
associated with the CMIO categories,1 which have rigidly defined the organisation of 
Singaporean society since its independence in 1965, most troubling has been the easy 
conflation that it encourages between ‘race’ and ‘ethnicity’, and increasingly, other forms 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Of which there are many, including the conflation of South Asian identities with ‘Indian’, as well 
as the strong associations made between racial categories and dominant religions. For a more 
comprehensive discussion of the ‘CMIO’ system of categorisation in relation to the Indian 
community, see Mani 1998.  
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of identity by which individuals choose to define themselves by. Representing both the 
questioned and the questioner, Aaron Maniam’s poem above, about the in-between-ness of 
being Indian Muslim hints at the plurality of the Singaporean Indian identity, and linked 
both to language, heritage, and regionality. Whilst these often confusing categories of 
difference still stand, another has been prominently added to the mix: that of citizenship. 
 
Cutting a taxi queue. Competition for jobs. The comparison of cricket with football. 
These vignettes were part of a series presenting interactions between ‘local’ and ‘foreign’ 
(India-born) Indians in Singapore, in a forum theatre production “We Are Like This Only”, 
staged by Hum Theatre in 2013. The scenes, although exaggerated for comic effect, hit a 
nerve with the audience, who voiced their myriad positions on this matter in the forum 
discussion after the play, which ended unresolved. 
 
This discussion begins with some facts: a doubling of resident Indians in Singapore with 
Permanent Resident (PR) status between 2000 to 2010 from 16.6% to 31.7% of the Indian 
community; significant in its reflection of immigration trends of working professional 
Indians into Singapore. Next, that this immigration trend has corresponded with the tripling 
of Hindi-speakers in Singapore in the last decade (Singapore Census of Population 2000, 
Singapore Census of Population 2010), altering the fabric of the majority Tamil-speaking 
Indian population in Singapore. 
 
Also, since the 1980s, the growing need for skilled labour to sustain Singapore’s 
competitiveness in the global market has been attributed to the emigration of Singaporeans 
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overseas, as well as a declining birth rate (Teo 1995). Consequently, the relaxation of 
immigration policies reduced requirements needed for applications for employment passes 
and permanent residency (Chew and Chew 1995). This coincided with India’s ‘Look East’ 
policy, initiated in 1991 by the government of then-Indian Prime Minister P.V. Narasimha 
Rao, which complemented India’s own economic reforms that opened up opportunities for 
both countries.  
 
Then-Singapore Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong took an avid interest in India’s 
economic restructuring, and continued strong bilateral relations culminated in the signing of 
the Comprehensive Economic Cooperation Agreement (CECA) and the ASEAN-India Free 
Trade Agreement (Ministry of External Affairs India, ‘India-Singapore Relations’ 2013, 
CECA Infokit 2005). These bilateral and multilateral agreements allowed for the easier 
movement of Indian and Singaporean professionals across borders, and encouraged the 
setting up of businesses across both Singapore and India. As a result, there were more than 
4000 Indian Limited Liability Companies (LLC) in Singapore as of 2010, and the combined 
staffing strength of Indian professionals from these companies constituted Singapore’s 
biggest foreign professional business community (Singapore Startup 2011). The Indian 
professional in Singapore now tends to be educated and ensconced within highly paid 
sectors such as finance, law, IT, and engineering. The average education level and income 
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of the Indian resident population has displayed a corresponding boost2, which obscures 
issues that the local community struggles with.3 
 
These facts, coupled with a perception of linguistic, regional, and often cultural 
differences, have led to reports of tension and competition between the older Singaporean 
diaspora and the new professional migrants. This study began with a personal interest to 
study these interactions, and in situating itself within the Sri Siva Durga temple (SSDT) and 
Shree Lakshiminarayan Temple (SLNT) in Singapore, is now a story about these 
interactions within the space of the Hindu temple in Singapore. As traditional ‘South’ and 
‘North’ Indian temples in Singapore, both temples host strongly defined “local” 
communities that increasingly face an influx of “foreign/expatriate” devotees, and are both 
continuously adapting and responding in unique ways to this change.  
 
The next five chapters examine these changes by firstly, presenting ethnographic details 
about the SSDT and SLNT, their community identities as well as the minority identities that 
they each house, and secondly, examining the strategies that both the “local” and “foreign” 
devotees adopt to co-exist in the same religious space. Drawing from fieldwork data, as 
well as existing scholarship about diasporic Hindu temples, it seeks to answer these 
questions: What are some of the ethnic, linguistic, and citizenship identities that matter 
within the unique space of the Singapore Hindu temple? What are the key activities of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 As of 2010, the ‘Indian’ community holds the highest average household income in Singapore, as compared 
to the ‘Chinese’, ‘Malay’, and ‘Others’ categories. See Singapore Census 2010.  
3 On the other side of the spectrum are the temporary migrants from India and Bangladesh, who are in 
Singapore as blue-collared labourers on the S-pass, and who are perceived to be of a lower class. Whilst a 
study of relations between the local Singaporean Indian community and these temporary migrants is urgent 
and worthwhile, it does not fall under the scope of this study, which concentrates on the relations between the 
local Singaporean Indian community and the new professional migrants within Hindu temples. 
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temple, and how do devotees interact during those moments? How are the administrative 
structures of power determined and protected? And perhaps, most crucially, this thesis asks: 
how can one belong—or begin to belong—to a Singapore Hindu community? 
 
The interactions between “local” and “foreign” devotees appeared straightforward at the 
onset of this study; seemingly marked by only antagonism or indifference. The 
ethnographic value of this study perhaps lies in the uncovering of deeper structures of 
history and authority within the temple that affect these interactions—through fieldwork, 
three particular structures stood out: that of power, of worship, and of voluntarism. In this 
study, I have used these as lenses through which devotee interactions may be examined in 
the light of plural and shifting South Asian identities.  
 
The first key argument at hand is that temples are open to diversity at the level of 
worship, but at the levels of power, authority, and leadership—which signify belonging—, 
one’s linguistic, ethnic, racial, citizenship and even caste identity is crucial. Secondly, I 
seek to show that social and structural activities within the temple, such as worship, and 
voluntarism, are heavily overlooked spaces that facilitate intercultural mingling, ultimately 
allowing both “locals” and “foreigners” to negotiate their positions within the temple vis a 
vis each other. Worship, for example, is often examined in terms of text, rite, and ritual, but 
I highlight moments of loitering, lingering, and waiting, that surround moments of worship 
and that are critical to the exchanging of gossip, as well as the drawing of identity 
boundaries. Seva, or voluntarism, on the other hand, allows management committees to 
choose promising leaders from the “local” community, and “foreigners” to gain recognition, 
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acknowledgement, or closer social ties with persons of authority. In putting forth these 
arguments, this thesis is an attempt to go beyond understanding the temple as merely 
devotional, but also as an institution with its own unique social and political dynamics that 
have been shaped by migratory flows over time. 
 
More pertinently perhaps, found within these themes and the differences within the 
SSDT and the SLNT, is a larger discussion and attempt to delineate Indian identity in 
Singapore, in all its glorious and confounding plurality. Both temples are associated with 
identities that include binaries such as ‘North’ and ‘South’ Indian, ‘local’ and ‘foreigner’ 
devotees, Tamil and Hindi languages, caste, and non-caste identities. Far from the unified 
‘I’ in the CMIO category, these differences serve to highlight the contextual nuances of 
devotee interactions within each Hindu temple in Singapore. The permutations of 
interaction within and across these categories are numerous, and perhaps serve to highlight 
how complex a society we are examining, and the care with which this examination must 
take place. 
 
 These issues cannot be divorced from a larger academic discourse on religion and its 
role in migratory experiences, and this thesis aims to highlight issues emerging from 
international migration within Asia, with a focus not just on the lived experiences of the 
migrant, but also on the existing communities they interact with, and both their strategies of 
adaptation to each other in situations of social interaction, such as worship and voluntarism. 
By placing equal weight on the experiences and responses of both these groups, processes 
of cultural and religious production and transmission within the Hindu diaspora in 
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Singapore are highlighted as flexible as well as fragmented, for no one process is replicated 
perfectly in another temple.  
 
  Last but not least, this study is a response to Vertovec’s call for anthropologists to take 
larger steps in the direction of policy-making, especially in relation to migration and 
multiculturalism (2013:14). Throughout this thesis, I have sought consciously to include a 
view of state-society relations in Singapore, and what it means for the Hindu temple in 
terms of management, and potentially, integration of “locals” and “foreigners”. Another 
aspect of this thesis, as a step beyond the ethnographic and anthropological then, is a 
presentation of structural opportunities within the Hindu temple that encourage inter-
cultural, inter-ethnic communication and understanding, ripe for further growth.  
 
Perhaps the agenda of this thesis is most simply communicated by the pantun—a Malay 
poetic form often concerned with the theme of love—that this section began with, and that 
perhaps asks of us, and this study, most directly: how do we know each other and ourselves 
better, that we might love, live, and worship more comfortably together, side by side on this 
island, rife with the politics of difference? 
 
ON MIGRATION AND RELIGION 
As Hinduism is the largest religious affiliate amongst the Indian resident population 
in Singapore, with 58% indicating their affiliation in 2010, the temple-going Hindu 
population has consequently been altered by the presence of new professional migrants. 
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PRs made up 28.5% of Hinduism-affiliated Indian residents in Singapore in 2000, but the 
2010 census shows that this has now increased to 72.5%. Since temples are perceived as 
essential for Hinduism to thrive (Michell 1988), this study is premised on the belief that the 
Hindu temple is a focal communal space of interaction for Hindu communities across 
different trajectories of migration, and is home to devotional as well as socio-political 
processes that both impact the lived experiences of new professional migrants, as well as 
the host Indian society receiving them.  
 
Whilst scholarship on migration has oft focused on the motivations of migration, the 
effects of migration on migrants, and the effects of migrants upon the host country’s 
economic, sociocultural and political institutions (Portes and DeWind 2007), these 
discussions tend to incorporate macro level analyses, especially of immigration policies, 
economic institutions, and state systems (Chant 1992, Mahler and Pesser 2006). Closer to 
the heart of this work however, is the importance of understanding religion as an important 
aspect in the lives of immigrants (see Herberg 1960), and as a force that shapes societies 
alongside migratory processes (Handlin 1973, Foley and Hoge 2007, Hirschman 2008, Min 
and Kim 2002, Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2009).  
 
A large part of this thesis focuses on the lived experiences of professional 
immigrants in Hindu religious spaces, and the ways in which they negotiate the boundaries 
of belonging to a temple community, especially through the structures of worship and 
voluntarism. This supports Bonifacio and Angeles’ stance that religion may be understood 
as part of the means through which humans cope with the process of migration, or 
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transnational journeys that become increasingly visible with globalisation (2010:5). 
Migration flows are seen here as part of a larger discourse on globalisation, and as an 
extension of Appadurai’s ideoscapes and ethnoscapes,4 sacroscoscapes are one way of 
viewing religion—both its religious and social elements—as providing “the lexicon, rules 
and expression for many different sorts of emotions, including those framed as most 
positive and most negative, most cherished and most condemned” (Tweed 2006:7).  
 
There are two gaps in the extant material that this thesis aims to address: firstly, the 
discussion of religion and migration has been heavily Euro and American-centric, and 
whilst scholarship on migration in urban cities has increasingly focused on Asia as a host 
region (Wong and Rigg 2011) there still exists a lacuna about elements of religious spaces 
in this context (see Portes and DeWind 2008, Bonifacio and Angeles 2010). The bulk of 
early migration flows that were studied tended to move from less developed countries—
often Asia, Africa and Latin America—to developed centres like the US, Britain, Western 
Europe, Australia. However, migration trends are dynamic, and this thesis situates itself 
within the “fourth phase in modern history of Asian migration”, where the fundamental 
economic transformation of the global economy and its central shift towards East Asia, 
Southeast Asia and the oil economies of the Persian Gulf has resulted in increasing flows of 
internal migration both within Asia as well as from the “West” to Asia (Amrith 2011:8). 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Bonifacio and Angeles point out, rightly, that although religion is part of Appadurai’s cultural 
flows, they cannot simply be grouped with his concept of ideoscapes or ethnoscapes, as they invoke 
a transnational journey that does not sit comfortably in either dimension of the social imaginary. 
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Secondly, this thesis will focus not just on the lived experiences of the migrant, but 
also on the existing communities they interact with, and their own strategies of adaptation 
to migration flows into those communities. In Chapter 2 and 3, I provide both a history and 
contemporary sketch of both the Singaporean Tamil community in the Sri Siva Durga 
temple, as well as the Singapore North Indian community that is the Shree Lakshminarayan 
temple houses. This is rooted in the belief that to understand issues of integration and 
assimilation, a comprehensive understanding of the nuances that comprise the existent 
community must first be established. Only then, in Mazumdar and Mazumdar’s words, can 
we excavate “the meaning of sacred places and the role they play in the formation of 
community” (2009:309).  
Temples act as a catalyst for community formation, and their physical space acts as 
an anchor in the religious lives of immigrants within this era of internet and virtual 
communities. It is this space that facilitates Portes and DeWind’s “interaction effects”: 
By and large, religion has been less a main determinant of migration and 
incorporation than one that led to a series of “interaction effects” with other 
factors: it seldom creates immigrant flows by itself, but accompanies them and 
cushions their roughest transitions; it does not dictate state policy, but helps 
implement it or, alternatively, resists it when seen as inimical to the interests of 
its members… (19). 
 
Michiel Baas’ study of Indian overseas students in Melbourne, Australia, and their 
visits to the gurdwara, perhaps comes closest to examining immigrant identity within these 
“interaction effects” (2010). Given that many Indian overseas students often perceive 
Australia as a stepping-stone to other countries like the United States, Baas notes that the 
relationship observed in the gurdwara between the local Anglo-Indian community and the 
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recently arrived Indian students is less than easy—he describes this, at best, as ambivalent 
(82). Whilst the local Indians tended to view the newer Indian migrants as profiteers 
interested only in permanent residency and less so in their studies, Baas notes that this 
aversion works both ways—his overseas Indian student informers clearly distinguish 
themselves from the Anglo-Indian community and displays no desire to involve themselves 
with the local Indian community (88). As such, the gurdwara in Melbourne, as a gathering 
space for religion and physical nourishment, is not a straightforward path to integration 
among Indian overseas students in Australia. Instead, the study concludes that the gurdwara 
houses the tensions as well as contradictions within the desires of migrants for global and 
local integration (89). Although Baas’ study acknowledges the dialogic interaction effects 
between the Anglo-Indian community and the overseas Indian students, the focus never 
strays far from a concern with the migrant’s perspectives, opinions, and experiences. 
 
Taking a leaf out of Baas’ book and proposing a careful study of the varied interests 
that different participants have in the Hindu temples in Singapore, it is the same “interaction 
effects” between the local Hindu devotees and the “foreign” migrant devotees that Chapters 
4 and 5 examine, firstly, in the formal and non-formal moments of worship within the 
temple, and secondly, within the site of seva (voluntarism) respectively. These interactions 
are complex, painting emotional landscapes that range from aggression to acceptance. I 
propose that these moments of worship and lingering, as well as voluntarism, function as 
hybrid third spaces (Bhabha 1994) that redefine the boundaries of inclusion and exclusion 
along lines of identity. By turning our attention to the devotional and sociopolitical 
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structures that exist in the religious space, we are then no longer merely asking ‘what kind 
of Indian are you?’ but also, ‘what kind of Indian can you be here?’  
 
THE ‘HINDU DIASPORA’ IN SINGAPORE 
Querying Cultural Processes 
What defines a diaspora, and can a religious community constitute a diaspora the 
same way dispersed ethnic communities do? This question, raised by Robert Cohen in 
1997, has been answered by the positioning of Hinduism as an ethnic religion (Vertovec 
2000:3, Parekh 1993:140).  Although ‘diasporic’ associations with expansion, migration, 
and settlement have been largely associated with the forcible and catastrophic dispersion of 
the Jews, many ethnic groups also now define themselves or have been recognised as 
‘diasporas’, with a main proviso that “cultural, linguistic, religious, historical and affective 
ties with the place of origin remain strong” (Smelser and Bates 2001:3643). 
 
Instead of defining the term ‘diaspora’ as a community with a desire to return to the 
homeland, understanding Hindusim as an ethic religion allows for a re-examination of the 
ties that bind the Hindu ‘diaspora’ with the Indian subcontinent, where Hinduism is deeply 
rooted in. These ties may take on the form of “sentimental respect if not spiritual reverence 
for [India]” (Vertovec 2000:4), visits to the homeland, pilgrimages, and the perception of 
India to be the locus of Hindu spirituality and a point of reference for religious practice. 
This concept of a Hindu diaspora that recognises itself as such and that displays these ties is 
entwined with the ways in which the ‘old’ and ‘new’ Indian diaspora recognises themselves 
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within the Sri Siva Durga temple and the Shree Lakshminarayan temple. In the latter, for 
example, a group of young men from India who regularly frequent the temple have given 
suggestions for the Krishna Janmashtami celebrations to be conducted in conformity with 
its India counterpart, based on memories from their time back ‘home’. Their suggestions 
have been embraced by the old North Indian diaspora here, and a form of religious and 
ritual renewal has been facilitated through these very diasporic ties—facilitating the 
‘exchange, mixture and transformation’ of the Hindu religious community (Tweed 2006:7, 
Rai and Sankaran 2011).  
 
To take this one step further, Cohen has argued that although religions do not 
constitute diasporas on their own, they can potentially be a “cement” to bind diasporic 
consciousness (1997:189). This “cement” may be understood to constitute processes of 
cultural and religious production and transmission, which Roger Ballard (1994) refers to as 
“strategies of adaptation”—implying that they are the result of rational and conscious 
decisions by the individuals and groups concerned. This assumption has been reified by 
various studies: Nurit Zaidman’s work implies a conscious acceptance and negotiation of a 
group identity in the ISKCON temple in Philadelphia, using a model of cooperation and 
segregation (2000:217), and most recently, Paul Younger traced the processes of cultural 
formation in indenture-based Indian societies in Mauritius, Guyana, Trinidad, South Africa, 
Fiji, and East Africa. Younger shared Ballard’s view and describes community construction 




…sorting out what kind of social sub-groups they could establish among 
themselves, then agreeing on the religious practices they would follow, and 
finally, discussing with those who would be their fellow citizens in the 
postcolonial era what the implications of their religious practices would be as a 
whole (2009:248). 
 
The cultural processes that occur within and across Singapore’s Hindu diaspora 
however, do not fit neatly into Younger’s theorisation of cultural formation. Given the 
fragmentation of the Hindu community in Singapore along linguistic, regional, class, and 
citizenship lines, as well as across migratory trajectories, the agency of Hindus in Singapore 
as a collective community has not been as straightforward a process of decision-making as 
Younger describes his studied community to be. Even as scholars such as Rai and Sankaran 
(2011) highlight the salience of religion as a marker of community identity in the diaspora, 
it should be remembered that these identities are not monolithic, nor are they determined 
only with the full consciousness of a select group of people. Instead, I argue that conscious 
identity negotiation and strategising occurs alongside “unconscious elements in the process 
of intercultural adaptation that takes place within and across generations in the diaspora” 
(Vertovec 2000:90), and whilst the former is recorded and observed heavily in Chapter 3 
and 4, these negotiations can only take place within the framework of identity that has 
already been unconsciously determined historically, and imbibed through the Singapore 
state’s multicultural policy. 
 
The Singapore Context: Plurality and Diversity 
The banyan tree, with its extensive branching and largesse, along with its ability to 
take root in stony, sandy, marshy, conditions, has often been compared to the spread of the 
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Indian diaspora outside of the subcontinent. These intricate patterns of branching and 
rooting may then be inextricably linked to the diaspora’s highly heterogeneous nature (see 
Jayaram 2011), which Parekh (1994:617) likens to “a group of people sharing a basic 
grammar and vocabulary, but possessing distinct idioms of their own and using these 
complex conceptual resources to say different things.  
 
In the Singapore context, the varied motivations, means, and trajectories of Indian 
migration in pre and post-colonial periods are testament to both the existence and evolution 
of this plurality in the Indian diaspora. The story often begins with British arrival in 
Singapore in 1819, which brought Indian sepoys to Singapore’s shores. This was followed 
by the Anglo-Dutch treaty of 1824, where the British fatefully surrendered Bencoolen to the 
Dutch in exchange for Malacca, and Singapore was chosen to replace Bencoolen as the 
penal colony for convicts transported from the Indian subcontinent (Walker 1994:6). As a 
penal colony, Singapore became home to a wide range of Indian identities, across castes 
from Brahmin to untouchable, and with religious beliefs spanning Hinduism, Islam, 
Sikhism, and Buddhism (Sandhu 1966:200). The Indian convict community undertook 
construction work of public buildings and roads in Singapore (see Walker 1994, McNair 
and Bayliss 1899), and the demand for Indian labour eventually led to immigrants arriving 
in Singapore through the indentured and kangani system (see Sandhu 1969, Arasaratnam 
1979).  
 
The flow of Indian labourers paralleled a smaller stream of Indian clerks, teachers, 
petty entrepreneurs, tradesmen, and merchants, who catered specifically to the needs of the 
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Indians in other industries (Sandhu 1969:193, as quoted in Walker 1994:12). By the late 
19th to early 20th century, some of the prominent Indian communities included the Chulias, 
who were south Indian Muslims from the Malabar coast, the Chettiyars, associated closely 
with moneylending, Punjabis, as well as north Indian cattle farmers and businessmen from 
business communities such as the Parsis, Sindhis, Marwaris, and Gujaratis. This diversity in 
occupation was equally matched with religious differences, but what is key to this story, for 
the purposes of this thesis, is the construction of places of worship. The types of sacred sites 
constructed reflected the sojourning patterns of Hindu migrants (Clothey 2006:78), with the 
initial structures consisting of simple shrines. Later, when the community was more 
established and permanent, more formal temples were built. Often however, Hindus of 
differentiated regional and caste backgrounds would have to band together to build these 
temples (see Rai and Sankaran 2011:7), which might well have been the first indication of a 
new diasporic identity birth.  
 
These consolidated interests, as may be seen in the different regional and caste 
influences within the Mariamman Temple in Chinatown, or the Sivan temple in Geylang5, 
one of the oldest temples in Singapore, that reflects a blend of North and South Indian 
architecture and a shared ritual calendar that drew worshippers from the Indian washermen 
to the Nattukottai Chettiars (Rai 2008:6). In short, the plural identities of the Indian 
community, and the scarcity of land here, have had a lasting impact on the communal 
identities and the types of deities represented within Hindu temples. In the SSDT and the 
SLNT—which are a primarily ‘Tamil South Indian’ and ‘North Indian Hindustani’ temples 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Geylang is the current site of the Sivan temple, which was originally located in Dhoby Gaut in the 
1850s. For more information about the history of the Sri Sivan temple, see www.sstsingapore.com. 
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respectively—large numbers of minority identities are also housed, which give rise today to 
the space for contest over inclusive and exclusive boundaries of identity. 
 
This diversity also gives rise to differences in rituals, worship, and beliefs: the 
myriad of festivals observed and types of temple worship on this island illuminate this, and 
more importantly, its susceptibility to change. Whilst Thai Pongal, the commonly 
celebrated harvest festival in Tamil Nadu continues to be celebrated in urban Singapore and 
Malaysia (1966:9), festivals such as Thaipusam, in honour of Lord Subramanya and 
traditionally associated with the Chettiar community and the Thendayuthapani temple in 
Tank Road, has grown in importance and popularity in Malaysia and Singapore, surpassing 
its India-born origins. In more recent years, regular devotees have reported an increase in 
the number of blue-collared migrant workers that participate in Thaipusam, with some 
blaming the latter for the governmental guidelines issued on noise control of the festival. 
This highlights how the form of the festival might have changed over the years, and will 
continue to do so. As such, the types of festivals celebrated by a temple will depend on the 
Indian identities it associates with, such as “North” and “South” Indian, as well as the 
presiding and existing deities in the temple6. Navarathri, for example, which is the nine 
nights of worshipping the divine in its various female forms (Arasaratnam 1066:34), is 
observed by Hindus across a different spectrum of regional and linguistic backgrounds, but 
takes on different rites, rituals, and performances depending on the host community or 
temple.  Perhaps most symbolic of the sensitivity of the festival landscape to changes in the 
Indian demographic is the disappearance of Thamilar Vila (Tamil’s Festival), which was a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 See Chapter 2. 
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secular festival celebrating Tamil culture and unity and once described as the “queen of 
Tamil festivals in the country” (Arasaratnam 1966). Instead, festivals such as Holi, the 
spring festival of colours, are gaining increasing prominence and popularity, especially with 
the arrival of migrants from Uttar Pradesh in India. Once solely organised by the Bhojpuri 
society, Holi is now celebrated in pockets across the island by both commercial groups as 
well as regional societies, such as the Gujarati society.  
 
The continuous and convoluted reconstruction and reevaluation of the Hindu 
landscape in Singapore is examined by Sinha in her examination of three local “home-
grown” Hindu groups in Singapore that lend insight into the future of Hindu organisations 
in Singapore (2011:256). At the heart of Krishna our Guide, the Hindu Centre, and Sri 
Samayapuram Mariamman Pillaigal, which may be considered neo-Hindu organisations, is 
the conviction of necessary reform. These religious groups are consciously engaged with 
the “socio-cultural, political, and religious forces current in Singapore”, with some 
emerging as a response to the perceived threat of Hindu conversions to other religions (The 
Hindu Centre 30 Years On, 2008:9). Krishna the Guide’s creation of “Deepavali Thaata” 
(Deepavali Grandfather), that distributes gifts and is modelled after Christmas, for example, 
is cited by Sinha (259) as an example of this.  
As such, the discussion of diversity in the Indian diaspora in Singapore begins with 
the divisions along regional and linguistic dimensions, but does not stop at the census 
categorization of “Gujarati”, “Sindhi”, “Malayalee”, “Hindi”, “Punjabi”, “Sikh”, 
“Hindustani”, “Urdu”, “Tamil”, and “Sinhalese”—the reductiveness of which reflects the 
inability of bureaucracy to keep up with contemporary diversities. Instead, this section has 
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accomplished two things: the pan-Indian diversity within the small island state of Singapore 
as the basis on which the discussion of identity conflict and negotiation within temples 
happen, and secondly, highlighting the sensitivity with which the Hindu diasporic landscape 
relates to demographic changes in the Indian population. Diversity exists not in vacuum, but 
constantly shifts too, as Hindu devotees negotiate the position of these various identities 
within their lives: religious, ethnic, regional, linguistic, and the national. 
 
OUTLINING AGENDAS  
As an introduction, this chapter has addressed the broad thematic concerns of the 
thesis: the relationship between religion and migration, the ‘Hindu Diaspora’ in Singapore, 
as well as discussing the plurality and diversity of the Indian community in Singapore. 
Through this discussion, two broad aims of the study were highlighted— its role within 
migration literature as a study on inter-Asian migration; and drawing attention to the 
necessity of studying not just the lived experiences of the migrant, but also understanding 
the existing communities that they interact with, to better understand their own strategies of 
adaptation. 
 
Chapter 2 provides a brief discussion of Hindu temples in Singapore, and an 
introduction to the SSDT as well as the SLNT. It discusses the qualitative methodologies 
used to conduct this study, and the intricacies of reflexive ethnographic work that 




A base understanding of what community identities dominate the SSDT and the 
SLNT will then be established in Chapter 3. Whilst the former has a language (Tamil) 
based ‘South’ Indian identity, the latter serves the ‘North’ Indian community whilst 
retaining a Hindustani core, defined by its region and caste associations. This chapter 
argues that whilst these identities are crucial at the level of leadership, both temples are 
linguistically, ethnically, and racially open to diversity at the level of worship. 
 
Next, Chapters 4 and 5 examines the key social and structural activities within the 
temples, and will highlight the ways in which a new migrant may belong in these 
frameworks. Chapter 4 will focus especially on the topic of worship, understood in both 
formal, devotional moments of worship, as well as the informal moments of loitering, 
lingering, and idleness that surround moments of formal worship. Temple tours, as a hybrid 
form of pilgrimage and commerce, illuminate how moments of loitering, lingering, and 
waiting is a promising space of intercultural mingling and acceptance. 
 
Lastly, Chapter 5 focuses on the process of seva (voluntarism), a key component to 
the running of both temples. It understands this as a dialogic process of communication 
between devotees both “local” and “expat”, as well as the temple administration and 
management. Seva, in both temples, have different but powerful functions that allow new 
migrants to negotiate a new space of belonging within the temple’s existing community, 




These chapters culminate with an examination of state-society relations in 
Singapore and what it means for the Hindu temple. In doing so, I present an evaluation of 
the state’s aim of integration within the Indian community, across linguistic, regional, and 
citizenship divides. That this study may be useful as an intercultural bridge, as a framework 
that might prompt deeper discussion to understand and appreciate the complexities of 



































2. FIELD SITES AND FIELD WORK 
‘The Muslims build their Mosques everywhere they go and the Christians have 
their churches—even in small towns of only fifty people. So we need a place 
where our gods can live and be cared for everyday, otherwise how can we expect 
the gods to come to us?’ 
  – founder of the Edinburgh Mandir in Britain (as quoted in  Nye 1995:69) 
   
 
All religions have their institutions, and Hindu temples have become the inevitable 
hallmark of Hinduism. These hallmarks presented themselves as the subject of my 
academic inquiry when I heard rumours, from an acquaintance, of the smoldering 
unhappiness of local devotees directed towards the new crowds of Hindu migrants that 
increasingly share the same temple spaces. I chased after this unhappiness, seeking to 
understand it, but instead found that I had to first understand the Hindu temple.  
 
Disciplinary lines may be drawn across the temple in an attempt to approach it 
through its architecture, history, deities, rites, and rituals, and Sinha (1987:91) suggests 
classifying it along five dimension: its organisational and administrative framework, the 
nature of presiding deities, the types of religious specialists, the social and religious 
activities organised, as well as the perceived ethno-linguistic identities ascribed to temples. 
Beyond the classification, Appadurai criticizes the standard view of the temple as one that 
observes temple management, ritual, economics, and iconography as largely separate 
entities, whilst specialised studies too, often emphasise one aspect of the temple without 
“any analysis of the temple as an institutional whole…as a total functioning institution 




Similarly, formal academic discussion of Hindu temples in Singapore has been 
restricted to older historical texts that document or comment on Hinduism in Singapore, as 
well as university undergraduate and postgraduate theses, which tend to be case studies of 
specific temples in Singapore, with the exception of Sinha (1987) who provides an 
overview of Hinduism and Hindu temples in Singapore. These theses are especially useful 
for their in-depth records of various devotional aspects of Tamil Hinduism in Singapore, 
but have thus far only covered the Thendayuthapani temple in Tank Road (Muthuswamy 
1958), the Kaliamman Temple on Serangoon Road (Das 1958), and aspects of the SSDT as 
part of a wider goddess-worship in Singapore (Ali 1984). Whilst these theses focus more on 
‘thick’ descriptions of the temples and their devotional activities, they also attempt to 
expound on the social elements within the temple. Oddly enough, festivals are often taken 
as representations of the ‘social’, but do not necessarily reveal the social dynamics present 
behind these acts of devotion. As such, my own study attempts to unpack these social 
elements to a fuller degree, asking, who gets to perform which rites, who gets to go first, 
and how does the organisation of such a large scale social function? Who are the 
stakeholders involved, and what are their different interests?  
 
It is with Appadurai’s view that my sympathy lies, and this chapter aims to use 
Sinha’s modes of classification to introduce the SSDT and the SLNT sufficiently to begin a 
deeper discussion of the temple as a “total functioning institution” in the later chapters. 
Additionally, I will detail my own fieldwork methodologies chosen that fit this view of the 




THE HINDU TEMPLE: AN INSTITUTION OF HINDUISM 
There are 27 listed Hindu temples in Singapore, of which I have chosen the SSDT in 
Potong Pasir and the SLNT on Chander Road to situate my research in. They are considered 
traditional ‘South’ Indian and ‘North’ Indian temples, and are associated with the Tamil 
language and the Hindi language respectively. Both temples house an older Singaporean 
Hindu community, and are now witnessing an increase in numbers of new Hindu devotees 
from India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, and Myanmar. The SSDT is popular for its Siva and 
Durga deities, whilst the presiding deity in the SLNT is Vishnu in the form of 
Lakshminarayan. Both temples are privately owned and do not fall under the auspices of the 
Hindu Endowment Board (HEB), which made obtaining permissions for fieldwork far 
easier. These temples were chosen for their broad representational values as a ‘South’ 
Indian and ‘North’ Indian temple whose presiding deities mandate Shaivite, Vaishnavite, 
and Shakti worship. As such, they by no means represent the nuances specific to the other 
temples in Singapore, given the heterogeneity of Hindu beliefs and practices that exist 
locally (Sinha 1987:31). Instead, this study hopes to add significant knowledge and 
understanding of social dynamics in the myriad of temples with similar and differing 
practices. 
 
‘North’ and ‘South’ Indian Temple Worship 
A large part of this thesis is premised upon the notions of a ‘North’ and ‘South’ 
dichotomy, which necessitates a note on the subject. Whilst the terms may be dangerous in 
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their reductive representation of a community far more regionally and linguistically 
divided, the concept of ‘North’ and ‘South’ Indian identities undoubtedly exists in 
Singapore, and these terms have been used by devotees throughout my fieldwork. 
Interviewees frequently organised their thoughts along such lines, especially when 
accounting for their temple visits, languages used, and specific rituals that they identified 
with.  
 
This dichotomised identity has its roots in the colonial state’s ‘racial’ ideology, socio-
economic factors, alongside primordial differences (see Rai 2004), where phenotypic 
differences and qualities associated with ‘race’ stood at the fore. Contemporary 
manifestations of ‘North’ and ‘South’ Indians relate, firstly, to geographical regions that are 
perceived to be divided into two parts, a ‘North’ India and a ‘South’ India (PuruShotam 
1998: 82). ‘South’ Indians thus generally refer to people with ancestry that may be traced to 
Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Andhra Pradesh, and Karnataka, the southern states of India, whilst 
‘North’ Indians may be traced back to Himachal Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, Orissa, Bengal, 
etc. In Singapore particularly, these categories are linked to Mother Tongue language 
education, with the general perception that ‘South’ Indians speak Tamil, the first state-
enforced Indian Mother Tongue language, which has been adopted by Singaporean Indians 
with roots in Kerala, Andhra Pradesh, and Karnataka. To date, Tamil is still the only 
‘South’ Indian language represented in the Singapore education system, even whilst 
Punjabi, Bengali, Urdu, and Hindi-speaking communities have successfully lobbied for 
their regional languages to be offered officially within the education system (see Rai 2008). 
‘North’ Indians on the other hand, are associated with Hindi-speakers, regardless of their 
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specific state identities. Interestingly, and perhaps reflective of the sentiment in India, my 
Maharashtrian interviewees always highlighted that they are neither ‘North’ nor ‘South’ as 
Maharashtra sits between the geographical divide, and people from the city of Mumbai, 
Maharashtra, in particular, often use the word ‘cosmopolitan’ to reject a ‘North’ or ‘South’ 
binary identification.7  
 
A pricklier portion of this topic relates perhaps to the perceived ‘racial’ differences 
within these categories, outside of linguistic associations. PuruShotam’s informants 
describe ‘North’ Indians as more educated and fairer and ‘South’ Indians as darker, less-
educated, and Tamil-speaking, which accords with Rai’s observation of a superiority 
complex amongst ‘North’ Indians. The ‘South’ Indian discourse, in response, often 
represents the ‘North’ Indian as ‘argumentative’ or ‘money-minded’ (Rai 2004:261). Both 
these observations were reiterated throughout my fieldwork, and often formed the bedrock 
of negative sentiment towards new migrants deemed to be from the other category.  
 
On an everyday basis however, the ‘North’ and ‘South’ Indian division was only 
ever raised in the context of classifying temples and worship styles, despite the plurality and 
eclecticism of Hindu practices. For example, the SSDT practices Tamil Shaivism, which 
determine the types or rites performed by ritual specialists trained specifically for this. 
However, the average lay devotee would determine that the SSDT is a ‘South’ Indian 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	   However, in Singapore, speaking Hindi is a trait associated with ‘North’ Indians, and 




temple because Tamil is the main lingua franca, because the priests are from Tamil Nadu, 
and because the temple architecture includes a gopuram, the ‘South’ Indian monumental 
towers that serve as the entrance to the temple. Certain worship practices too, would be 
determined ‘South’ Indian—such as extinguishing the flame with which devotees do puja 
after a prayer ends, as opposed to leaving the flame to burn, as is done in the ‘North’ Indian 
style.  
 
Similarly, the SLNT is the only designated ‘North’ Indian temple in Singapore, and 
this identity is associated with Hindi being the main language of communication, the priests 
hailing from parts of ‘North’ India, and specific worship activities such having a prabachan 
conducted on Sundays, or singing the Hanuman Chalisa and ‘Om Jai Jagdish Hare’. An 
example of the difference between ‘North’ and ‘South’ Indian styles of worship can perhaps 
be found in the celebration of Navarathri in 2012: beyond the daily prayers, the SSDT 
included nightly cultural performances that followed a “South” Indian arts tradition, such as 
bharatanatyam dances and carnatic instrumental music performances, whilst the SLNT 
organised a jagran together with the Arya Samaj and the Singapore North Indian Hindu 
Association, where musicians from Gorakhpur, Uttar Pradesh, were brought to the Arya 
Samaj to perform bhajans in Hindi.  
 
Beyond these observable differences however, the ‘North’ and ‘South’ dichotomy is 
not as rigid as it is expressed to be, and the identity of the temple does not exclude devotees 
from different regions to worship there—especially in diasporic societies where pan-Indian 




Sikhs come here [London Sri Murugan Temple] to pray to Hanuman…many 
North Indians come to pray to Durga…the published capital campaign brochure 
given to me is mostly in English with some Tamil, Telugu, and Hindi… 
(Waghorne 2004:211) 
 
Likewise, even though Sinha’s 1987 research reflects that most ‘North’ Indian 
Hindus see the prominent temples as being “for the Tamils” or the “South Indians” (102), 
and that “very few North Indian Hindus seem to go to temples regularly” (113), my own 
research in 2013 reveals a much higher proportion of ‘North’ Indians who worship in 
traditionally ‘South’ Indian sacred spaces.  
 
This change is both numerical as well as attitudinal—many first-generation ‘North’ 
Indians whom I interviewed indicated that they only adopted temple-going habits since 
moving to Singapore. This change was attributed to the density of Hindu temples here, as 
well as the common word-of-mouth recommendations about the sacredness of specific 
‘South’ Indian temples. Saliently, this marks the influence of the local Hindu landscape 
upon migrants’ own devotional habits—a shape shifting middle ground that challenges the 
conceptualisations of ‘North’ and ‘South’ Indian worship styles, but which has not yet been 
well recorded in existing scholarship.  
 
A Note on the ‘Old’ and ‘New’ Indian Diaspora 
The Indian diaspora has traditionally been divided into categories of ‘old’ and ‘new’ 
(Lal, Reeves, and Rai, 2007), with the former referring to first generation migrants who 
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moved to Singapore in colonial times, and who have now become naturalised citizens of 
Singapore. The ‘new’ diaspora includes individuals who have moved to Singapore as part 
of contemporary transnational global flows, based on economic as well as lifestyle choices. 
Unlike the ‘old’ diaspora, who are often marked by a traumatic journey from the homeland 
to the host land, and who purportedly long for the homeland, the ‘new’ diaspora is marked 
by mobility and the option to move between borders.  
 
Whilst this study was initially set up as a study between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ Indian 
diasporas in Singapore, it quickly became evident that these two categories were too 
reductive to capture the ongoing Indian migration into Singapore over the last two decades. 
The clear-cut dichotomy was not favourable in trying to understand the differences between 
the ‘new’ diaspora themselves—as one informant put it, migrants that arrived from India 
twenty years ago came to Singapore to work as engineers, and sent their children to local 
schools. Although the migrants (now PRs) in that category whom I interviewed continued 
referring to themselves as “expats”, they often had children who had become citizens of 
Singapore. The newer migrants however, who arrived in the last 10 years, and who are 
associated with sectors such as banking, IT, and finance—such as my first informant—see 
themselves as economically distinct from the PRs who have been here for 20 or more years, 
as their own children are usually sent to international schools. As this example illustrates, 
the categories of ‘old’ and ‘new’ tend to gloss over the socio-economic and perceived 
cultural differences between waves of ‘new’ migrants who have been immigrating to 




A last example will illustrate how complicated these terminologies are: in the 
SLNT, many women who are considered part of the ‘old’ diaspora and the Hindustani 
community are actually first generation migrants who have come to Singapore to marry into 
a local Hindustani family. As such, even though they are officially part of the ‘new’ 
diaspora, their immediate linkages and associations with ‘locals’ is established through 
kinship ties, and they are often considered as part of the ‘old’ diaspora. 
 
My informants in their discussions of the Indian Hindu community most commonly 
used the terms “local” and “expat8/foreigner”. This was perhaps informed by the ongoing 
focus on immigration issues, where clearer distinctions between the two groups have 
crystallised. These terms as well reduce the nuances of differences between the 
“expat/foreigner” groups, not least the confusing association of “expat/foreigner” with 
Hindi-speakers in the ‘North’ Indian category, although the SSDT also sees many “expats” 
from Tamil Nadu.  
 
Thus, for the purposes of this study, I have used the terms “local” and 
“expat/foreigner” to reflect how my informants view the temple participants. Where 
necessary, I have included details about one’s “local” or “expat/foreigner” status, in terms 
of job scope, age, or number of years lived in Singapore, so as to allow the reader a more 
nuanced understanding of the interviewed subjects and their contexts. The inescapable 
categories hence, may be restrictive, but will not be as reductive as it might be otherwise.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




Sri Siva Durga Temple 
Ask any taxi driver in Singapore for the “Potong Pasir Indian temple” and he/she 
will send you straight to Meyappar Chettiar road, behind Potong Pasir MRT and right in the 
midst of Housing Development Board (HDB) estate blocks, no questions asked. Despite the 
lack of tourist fanfare and local fame that temples such as the Mariamman koyil and 
Veeramakaliamman koyil have, the Sri Siva Durga koyil occupies a fair share of popularity, 
especially amongst devotees of the goddess Durga. Although the main presiding deity is 
identified as Shiva, the SSDT is associated more closely with the goddess Durga within, 
whose fame, power, and benevolence is known throughout Singapore and Malaysia.9  
 
Upon entering the temple, one encounters the main deity of the temple, Shiva, 
situated right in front of the temple’s entrance, flanked by Vinayagar and Murugar on the 
right and left. Durga’s altar resides on the left of this circular hall, where devotees are 
usually gathered in front of. Circumambulation of the temple hall brings one past the 
shrines of Chandigeshwara, Sundaravalli Amman, Dhakshinamoorthy, as well as Nataraja 
Shiva. On the right side of the temple hall is the Navagraha, representing the nine planets. 
Devotees also often circumambulate the Navagraha. Next to the Navagraha are the shelves 
for devotees’ lamps to be placed. On Tuesdays, these shelves are crowded with burning 
lamps. The steps leading out of the temple from the Navagraha bring one to the 
Athmalingam, situated just outside the temple’s main sanctum. Here, devotees are 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 As a devotee tried to explain, he used the phrase “Shiva is powerful, but Durga is brighter” (translated).  
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commonly found doing abishegam for Lord Shiva, which they are permitted to do by 
themselves with milk, rosewater, and water. 
 
As with many Hindu temples in Singapore, there is no exact date of founding of the 
SSDT. What is known is that it began as an informal hut-like shrine10 in 1906, situated at 
the former Rumah Miskin police station, near Lavender Street before shifting to Beatty 
Road (Sri Siva Durga Temple, 2012). The temple also followed a typical trajectory of 
forced migration that is common to Hindu temples present in Singapore city; it soon 
relocated to St. George’s Road, and was formally registered as Sri Manmathan Temple (The 
Heritage of Hindu Temples in Singapore, 2013). This is a period still fondly remembered 
by older devotees of the temple, many of whom began worshipping at the SSDT when it 
was at St. George’s Road, and who were then residents of that neighbourhood. The temple 
still makes a stop at the old St. George’s Road site during festival ceremonies, such as the 
chariot procession during Brahmotsavam.11 
 
The first mahakumbabishekam consecration ceremony was held on 10 September 
1975 (Sri Sivadurga Temple Souvenir Magazine, 2001), at St. George’s Road. HDB soon 
acquired the land in 1980, necessitating the temple’s relocation, once again. This time, it 
moved to Potong Pasir, where it currently resides. A mahakumbabishegam was held on 1 
January, 1999 (Shankar 2013:41), followed by renovations to the temple that included the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 I use “shrine” here in the sense that Sinha (1987) does—as defined by “smallness of structure 
housing the sacred object, a small pool of devotees, fairly unorganized, lacking bureauratisation and 
personnel, funds and proper management”, whilst a “temple” is defined in reverse  (84).	  	  
11	  This is sponsored by devotees and old residents of St. George’s neighbourhood, who today live in 
the HDB blocks in the same area.	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addition of a kodi maram (flag staff), which a smaller kumbabishegam ceremony was held 
for on 17 November 1996. After a new committee led by S. Sukumar was elected in 1994, a 
mahakumbabishegam was held in 2001 for which commemorative magazines were printed. 
This last mahakumbabishegam saw the construction of a golden rajagopuram, a golden 
Sivan sannitharan, as well as the installation of the granite statue of goddess Durga. 
 
As of 2012, the temple has had plans for major renovations, and a 
mahakumbhabishegam is slated for 2015. The renovations will include a new gopuram, a 
shifting of the deities’ positions, a new car park, as well as a new multi-storey building that 
will house various temple and cultural programmes, as well as a marriage hall. Although a 
mahakumbhabishegam is ritually necessary every 12 years, the SSDT has timed theirs with 
much expansion work each time, partly to cater to the social and spatial needs of the 
devotees. 
 
The temple devotees and management identify the temple as part of a Singaporean 
‘South’ Indian Hindu temple tradition that follows the Saiva Siddhanta system. Agamic 
rites and rituals performed by priests follow this tradition. The ‘South’ Indian identity is 
also tied closely to the main language used for devotion and communication—Tamil. 
Whilst the ritual prayers are conducted largely in Sanskrit, flyers, signs, as well as 
communication with priests and other devotees tend toward Tamil. All members of the 
management committee are Tamil speakers and identify ethnically as Tamil. Of the current 
five temple priests, four are from Tamil Nadu, with the exception of one from Karnataka. 
All are fluent in Tamil, and the one from Karnataka can also communicate in Hindi and 
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some English. The temple shops nearby are also managed by ‘South’ Indian Tamils, where 
Tamil is used to communicate and establish more informal and intimate relationships, 
although using English is also an option.  
 
As a ‘South’ Indian “Tamil” temple, the SSDT celebrates specific “Tamil” festivals 
such as Tamil New Year, pongal, brahmotsavam, as well as adi month prayers. A festival 
like Shivarathri however, one of the main festivals observed at the SSD, is pan-Indian and 
celebrated at any temple that houses a Siva murti.  
 
The most important festival for the SSDT however, is Chandi Homam, in honour of 
the goddess, and has been conducted at the end of May annually since 1994 (Sri Siva Durga 
Temple, 2012). During the 10-day long festival, the goddesses Maha Kali, Maha Lakshmi 
and Maha Saraswati are venerated and worshipped. Daily special pujas are conducted, 
which culminate in a chariot procession around the neighbourhood to different temples and 
sponsored stops. On this day, similar to the brahmotsavam ceremony that features Lord 
Shiva, the goddess is seated on a chariot which is carried throughout the neighbourhood to 
be honoured by devotees and representatives of various temples nearby. For the SSDT, this 
includes visiting a Taoist temple in the vicinity of Potong Pasir. Priests from India are also 
brought over to Singapore for a week to help out with ritual prayers, and ubayam groups, as 
well as individual devotees, sponsor the nightly prayers. The temple’s committee members 
and devotees have flagged this out as the most sacred festival of the year, and I was told on 
many occasions that it was only after the SSDT began to celebrate Chandi Homam that 
37	  
	  
other goddess temples, such as the Veeramakaliamman temple on Serangoon Road, also 
followed suit.  
 
The temple is open every day from 6.30am till 12.00pm, after which it closes for the 
afternoon and re-opens at 6.30pm till 9.00pm. Tuesdays and Fridays are the temple’s 
busiest days because they are considered auspicious days for Durga, and devotees, 
overwhelmingly female, arrive to light lemon lamps for Durga. The temple does not close 
on Tuesday afternoons, and instead hosts a rahu kala pooja for devotees of Durga Ma. 
There is also a thevaram session, which sees about 80 women singing Tamil devotional 
songs and taking part in an auspicious prayer for goddess Durga.  
 
Though well attended by Tamil-speaking ‘South’ Indians that are both “local” and 
“expat”, the SSDT also has a reputation for attracting many “local” “North” Indians, as well 
as new, Hindi-speaking devotees, mostly attributed to Durga’s fame. These “expats” are 
usually regionally identified by their language proficiency in Tamil and Telugu, with 
sizable pockets of Hindi speakers, followed by speakers of Sindhi, Punjabi, Bengali, and 
Gujarati as well. Stories are often traded about Durga’s ability to grant wishes; these are 
circulated amongst local Indians and are also common parlance amongst the newer 
immigrant and devotees. Most long-term, serious devotees have personal stories of changes 
that Durga has enacted upon their lives. The new immigrants who picked SSDT as their site 
of worship often report having heard about Durga’s power, and most are brought to the 




Significantly, my own foray into the SSDT began with joining women on Tuesdays 
to make lemon vilakku, based on hearsay of Durga’s power. As the SSDT does not trace its 
roots to any ‘native place’ or community in India, it is generally open to devotees of all 
backgrounds. As such, it was more difficult to meet people and to be inducted into the 
‘circles’ more prominently existent in the SLNT, and I found the Tuesday ritual a useful 
space to begin conducting fieldwork in by meeting the same women who had taken a 9-
week prayer vow on a regular basis. The temple shop opposite, which is run by the wife of 
the now deceased ex-President of the temple, also functions as a community space of sorts, 
as it is still closely connected to the temple—for example, the sister of the shopkeeper 
works as an administrator in the SSD, and their mother is part of a regular ubayam group in 
the temple. 
 
As such, navigating fieldwork within the SSD was an exercise in cultivating 
individual friendships and connections and volunteering heavily during festival periods. 
Perhaps due to its diverse devotee base, there was not a strong sense of one singular 
community outside of festival periods, as there perhaps is in the SLNT.  
 
Shree Lakshminarayan Temple 
Inconspicuously located on Chander Road in Little India, the SLNT does not 
initially give itself away architecturally as a traditional temple. Housed in a five storey 
building, the three golden sikhara (domes) on the top of the building instead mark it as a 
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mandir12. Registered in 1969, it is the only designated ‘North’ Indian Hindu temple in 
Singapore (Shree Lakshminarayan Temple, 2013). The “local” ‘North’ Indian Hindu 
community, which started out worshipping at the Singapore North Indian Hindu 
Association (SNIHA) on Cuff Road, which was registered in 1921 (Singapore North Indian 
Hindu Association, 2008). In the 1920s, the early Arya Samaj, which then comprised of 
young men of varied backgrounds, including Sri Lankan Tamils, collapsed. In 1927 the 
Arya Samaj was re-established on Syed Alwi Road by ‘North’ Indians also associated with 
SNIHA, including devotees from Uttar Pradesh, Gujarat, Punjab, and Bengal. Eventually, 
members of SNIHA decided that whilst the association served the North Indian Hindu 
community’s needs, a formal temple should be set up that could function solely as a 
religious space for the community. Today, SNIHA, the Arya Samaj, and SLNT are still 
closely connected organisations, with the Hindustani community featuring prominently all 
three. They are also tied closely to the promotion of the Hindi language in Singapore, with 
the Arya Samaj connected to D.A.V. Hindi School, and members of the SLNT serving on 
the board of the Hindi Society—a result of an invitation from SNIHA to the Arya Samaj 
and SLNT in 1989 to look into the study and promotion of the Hindi language (Hindi 
Society Singapore, 2013).13  
 
The SLNT is thus a relatively young temple with deep connections to the 
Singaporean “North” Indian community. Although it serves devotees from Uttar Pradesh, 
Bihar, Punjab, Gujarat, and Bengal, a significant majority of Singaporean “North” Indians 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 The Hindi word for ‘temple’ is ‘mandir’, and the Tamil one is ‘koyil’. I use ‘mandir’ here as it 
corresponds with how devotees speak of the SLNT.  
13 For more details about the development of non-Tamil South Asian languages in Singapore and 
recognition of Hindi in the education curriculum, see Rai 2004. 
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are from the Hindustani community, which hails from Uttar Pradesh and West Bihar, 
around the region of Gorakhpur. To recognise and maintain this majority, the temple’s 
constitution reserves 9 out of 21 management committee seats for persons native to or 
descendants of natives from Uttar Pradesh (SLNT Constitution, 19(a)).  
 
Traditionally, the second largest community consists of the Punjabi Hindus, who 
have 3 seats reserved for them constitutionally in the management committee, and who are 
acknowledged to have played a significant role in the construction of the temple. More 
recently, there has been an increasing presence of Bengali and Bangladeshi Hindus in the 
SLNT, and a Bengali representative has served in the management committee for the last 10 
years, in a seat that was previously unoccupied.  
 
The newer migrants that worship in the SLNT tend to consist of “expat” families 
with young children, young men who have begun working in Singapore without a strong 
familial network, as well as the older parents of “expats” who work in Singapore. These 
three groups make up the bulk of the “new” diaspora in the SLNT, along with the transient 
workers that visit the temple on weekends, as well as migrants from the Hindustani 
community who tend to be kinsmen of the established Hindustani community here. 
 
The temple’s main deity is Shree Lakshminarayan, a manifestation of Vishnu with 
his consort Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth. On the first level of the SLNT, where the main 
rectangular prayer hall is, murtis of Lakshmi and Narayan, Krishna and Radha, Ram, Sita, 
and Lakshman, as well as Uma and Maheshwarar are housed in a row. To the right of this is 
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Ganesh and Brahma, whilst in front of Uma and Maheswar, and Ram, Sita, Lakshman, are 
Nandi and Hanuman respectively. On the left of the main murtis are the three goddesses, 
Kali, Lakshmi and Saraswati, and to the left of that is Hanuman and a Shivalingam, which 
was recently replaced and consecrated in 2013. Next to this is the sacred flame from the 
Jwali Ji shrine in Himachal Pradesh, which the SLNT was first to install as a temple outside 
of India (Tabla!, 24 September 2010).  
 
These main deities determine the grand festivals celebrated by the SLNT, and the 
ritual calendar is peppered with such events. As Lakshminarayan is its presiding deity, 
Krishna Janmashtami is one of the biggest festivals celebrated in the SLNT, followed by 
Ramnavami, Navarathri, and Shivarathri. Shivaratri and Hanuman Jayanti were particularly 
significant in 2013, as the temple replaced their existing Shivalingam and Hanuman murti, 
which was followed by a week of prayers and a grand consecration ceremony, ending with 
a chariot procession along Little India to visit and be honoured by the neighbouring 
temples. Besides religious festivals, the SLNT often celebrates cultural festivals such as 
Holi14, Raksha Bandhan, and Karva Chaudh—events distinctly associated with North India. 
Cultural performances are also frequently organised and sponsored by members of the 
temple, where famous bhajan singers are often invited to Singapore from India or Thailand 
to sing Hindi and Punjabi devotional songs. 
 
Beyond the religious and the cultural, the SLNT also makes great effort to organise 
social events, ranging from soccer matches for the SLNT youth Football Club, celebrating 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Organised in conjunction with the Bhojpuri Society.  
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Father’s Day, Mother’s Day, and Youth Day, as well as organising temple tours to Hindu 
sites in Malaysia and India, which will be elaborated on in Chapter 4.  
 
Hindi is the main lingua franca in the temple, and is used freely amongst devotees, 
priests, and management committee members. The Hindustani community also uses 
Bhojpuri amongst themselves. The five priests in the SLNT are predominantly from Uttar 
Pradesh districts in North India, including Benares, Gorakhpur, and Allahabad, with one 
from Orissa. The Hindi language used is one of the defining features of the temple as 
‘North’ Indian, as even Burmese devotees who are literate in Hindi are able to attend 
functions and to understand the messages delivered by the priests.  
 
The temple is open from 6.00am to 12.00pm daily, following which it closes for the 
afternoon and opens again from 4.00pm to 9.30pm. Its busiest day is Sunday, when a 
variety of functions are hosted, including special prayers when celebrating a life event such 
as a promotion, birthday, or mundan (head shaving) ceremony. On ordinary Sundays, the 
Singaporean ‘North’ Indian community usually gathers for bhajans, prabachan, as well as 
preetibhoj, with the Sunday activities ending around 1.00pm. Whenever there is a 
“function”, older members of the North Indian diaspora gather at SLNT, often catching up 
with old friends and family amidst the newer devotees.  
 
The SLNT offers religious home services, which SSD does not. The popular ones 
include grih pravesh for house warmings, the jaat-karmaa for celebrating a child’s birth, 
the naamkarma for naming a child, the mundan, hair cutting, navgrah prayers and so on. 
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These services are utilised largely by north Indian Hindus, many of whom are not regular 
devotees of the SLNT, but who procure their priests’ services by virtue of there being few 
north Indian Hindu establishments in Singapore. 
 
Significantly, the SLNT was often flagged in my fieldwork interviews as a heavily 
social space, both by members of the community as well as other Hindu devotees who may 
be considered observers of the SLNT. This is a continuation of a role already set up since 
its inception, with Yeo (1994) recording in the 1980s that “I could hardly hear the bhajan-
singing for all the background chatter and cries of laughter from the children” (145). My 
experience was not significantly different, and the SLNT remains an important space for the 
exchange of community news and gossip, where the members of the community are 




This journey begins and ends with stories—the collection of it, and the telling of it. 
As an undergraduate, curiosity about how migrant-lived experiences were translated into 
fiction led me to a study of diasporic South Asian literature in Singapore. Having 
undertaken a close study of Philip Jeyaratnam and Lloyd Fernando’s fictions, both diasporic 
South Asian literature of Singapore, I then wanted to move from the world of text to the 
world of lived experiences. The craft of storytelling never fell too far behind though, and 
my turn to anthropological and ethnographic methods was both an exercise in qualitative 
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research methodology, as well as the confounding puzzle of how to write culture (see James 
1986). This section will attempt to elucidate this process, and to explain certain 
methodological decisions made in the course of fieldwork. 
 
My work first began with the increasing attention being paid by the Singapore 
public to immigration tensions, which dominated the discussion in Singapore’s 2011 
General Election (‘A Win-Win Election?’, The Economist, May 8 2011). This led me to 
conversations about the complaints of local devotees concerning the growing numbers of 
new migrants that they share the Hindu temple’s space with. Ironically, my own foray into 
the world of Hindu temples, in a way mirrors that of an “outsider” making her way into the 
fray, searching out language connections, activities to participate it, and ways to belong. 
Being an ethnically Chinese female that grew up in Singapore, my other-ness lay in my 
racial profile, my mother tongue, and my initial unfamiliarity with Hindu devotional 
practices. Although it signaled my difference, asking questions about devotion, rites, and 
rituals, were an essential part of starting conversations with devotees, and with some, 
longer-term friendships.  
 
As a Singaporean, I found that my shared citizenship and local tongue (Singlish) 
gave me easy credence with the local temple communities. More significantly perhaps, as a 
longtime student of South Asian culture and being a frequent traveller of the region, I found 
that my familiarity with cultural practices and nuances, my basic grasp of Tamil and Hindi, 
as well as having spent ample time in the subcontinent and having visited or lived, 
coincidentally, in locales such as Sholinganallur in Chennai, Mumbai, Gorakhpur in Uttar 
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Pradesh, and even Feni, a small town in Bangladesh, mattered in interactions with devotees 
who had connections to these particular places.  
 
This insider and outsider status, based on race, citizenship, and knowledge of Indian 
culture, was one that I found constantly shifting, until I found a new middle-ground identity 
of a temple volunteer. Understanding positionality became very useful to my task, because 
the shifts I could engineer informed me greatly about the social dynamics I was trying to 
understand. Interestingly, I first began fieldwork with a strong desire to be accepted and 
trusted, and was thus often mistaken as Nepali or Northeastern Indian due to my knowledge 
of basic Hindi, of Indian customs, and my dressing in salwars and saris. I would then find 
myself backtracking and emphasising my Singlish accent to prove my nationality, or 
dressing in more formal ‘western’ clothes to emphasise my identity as a detached and 
regionally neutral researcher and observer. 
 
I realised that whilst the former identity allowed devotees to be curious and friendly 
with me quickly, this was occasionally disadvantageous for two reasons: firstly, most 
Nepalese and Northeasterners in Singapore are viewed as a lower social class, as they tend 
to be employed as domestic helpers by Indian families. Thus, associations with me would 
be kept to a level of civility but not familiarity. Secondly, once the mis-identity was cleared 
up, the friendliness and familiarity cultivated through becoming an ‘insider’ was sometimes 
a hindrance to my ability to conduct more formal and serious interviews, as I was treated 
more as a fellow devotee than a researcher. At festivals and functions, being an ‘insider’ 
also meant being tasked with responsibilities that could detract from my ability to mingle 
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with different communities within the temple space. For example, at the inauguration 
ceremony for SLNT’s new Shivalingam and Hanumanji murti, I was asked to be the official 
photographer, which was a position of privilege that permitted me to enter “sacred” spaces 
near the special prayers and with the management committee members, but at the same 
time, this prevented me from having a wider, bird’s eye perspective of the various activities, 
exclusions, and narratives happening outside in the wider circuit. My study, which required 
me to communicate extensively and associate with different communities within the same 
temple space, necessitated being able to transit from ‘outsider’ to ‘insider’ and vice versa 
for this purpose.  
 
Eventually, I found that volunteering at both temples brought me a lot closer to the 
subjects and the topics I wanted to study. As a verified “SSDT Volunteer” or “SLNT 
Volunteer”, I found myself suddenly on the inside, sometimes temporarily, with this 
identity heightened during festivals and periods of intense involvement with other devotees 
and committee members. In many ways, I became part of the subjective experience I was 
examining, and my journey from ‘outside’ to ‘inside’ involved the very moments of 
waiting, lingering, and loitering that I theorise in Chapter 4, as well as the intricacies of 
becoming a temple volunteer, a process represented in detail in Chapter 5.  
 
The journey was not always a smooth one. As a Chinese female with no social 
context—no husband, no family—I was often deemed a puzzle, telling of the strong kinship 
ties that identity and bind within the temple communities. It was often asked of me, “whose 
daughter-in-law is she?” and “who is her husband?” when devotees were trying to place me 
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within a familiar social context. This singular existence within the temple made it easier for 
me to slip in and out of different groups relatively inconspicuously, but also prevented me 
from being included in selected social contexts. For example, befriending volunteers in an 
all-male bhajan group took me a long time, and it didn’t elude me that when one of their 
wives came to Singapore, her inclusion was immediate and premised on her relationship 
with her husband, who was in the bhajan group. At the SSDT, I was often delegated to join 
the other male Chinese devotees on festival days; racial associations remedied my lack of 
kinship and friendship ties.  
 
Being female, my role as a volunteer in the temple was sometimes limited to 
gendered roles such as the preparation and packing of hampers or prasad for the festival 
season, the preparation and cleaning of thalis, as well as administrative work. Male 
volunteers on the other hand, were privy to these tasks as well as being involved in the 
actual rituals, or moving, packing, and decorating tasks.  
 
Issues of representation and identity have been critical to cross-cultural fieldwork 
(see Narayan 2012, Abu Lughod 1988) and a fieldworker’s identity undeniably impacts the 
research process and product, where notions of objectivity, access, and privilege should be 
challenged continuously. Even as I carved out my own messy way of being in the field 
(Henry 2004:229), it is my hope that the reflexivity on the positions I have occupied acts 
firstly as a form of accountability about my research, and secondly, opens more complex 
ways of understanding the Indian diaspora in Singapore, both as a plural community and 




On Methodology  
From October 2012 to October 2013, I undertook both preliminary and primary 
fieldwork in both the SSDT and SLNT. For a period of 9 months, I attended the two 
temples regularly, got to know the administrative staff, some committee members, as well 
as devotees to varying degrees. Data-gathering consisted of both formal and informal verbal 
interviews with devotees, ritual specialists, and administrative staff, and beyond oral data, 
included the use and observation of pamphlets, signboards, posters, temple-published 
material and online community spaces to develop interview questions and conversations. I 
also used informal surveys that inquired after devotees’ temple-going habits, which helped 
me begin and continue conversations with strangers who might not have been as open to my 
direct approach and questions. Additionally, copious amounts of note taking, including 
observations, contributed to my data set.  
 
I approached my research project armed with Glaser and Strauss’ grounded theory 
approach (1967) as well as Adele Clarke’s situational analysis (1995), an extension of 
grounded theory. Grounded theory first emerged as a form of resistance against an 
increasingly positivistic sociology and mechanistic models, offering an empirical approach 
to the study of social life through qualitative research and analysis (Clarke 2005:xxxi). 
Unique to this approach is the attempt to collect empirical data without preconceived 
theories of the site to be studied. Whilst I began my fieldwork with the notion of seeking 
out interactions between the “local” and “expat” devotees, it soon became clear that I had to 
take a step back and to observe and understand all aspects of the temple, because they 
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informed these very interactions I was seeking out. It soon became obvious that the 
complexities of a heterogeneous Hindu diaspora divided along the lines of regional and 
linguistic background, citizenship, and class, had to be approached in a context-specific and 
sensitive manner, with an emphasis on discovering the meaning of social action within the 
context of events (Mitchell 2007:3).  
 
Clarke’s situational analysis is steeped in the postmodern turn of understanding 
knowledge as situated (Haraway 1991b) as opposed to being universal, and proposes the 
use of situational maps and analysis to emphasise context. It is also an attempt to 
disarticulate grounded theory from its remaining positivist roots and a response to the later 
divide between Glaser and Strauss over more abstract, emergent designs and more 
positivistic ones (see Mitchell 2007). The situational matrix that Clarke proposes offers a 
cartographic approach that uses situational maps, social world maps, and positional maps 
that focus not just on action but also discourses, structures, and conditions that shape the 
situation of the inquiry (see Clarke 1995:83). I have sketched out many versions of these 
maps in the course of my fieldwork, in a bid to understand the different social actors and 
factors that contribute to the encounters I observed in the Singapore Hindu temples.  
 
The situational maps, social worlds maps, and positional maps were key to my 
organisation of the data collected, with resultant “thick analyses” (Fosket 2002:40) to 
accompany the thick descriptions I had written. It was through these maps that I 
conceptualised the main chapters of this essay, pertaining to authority within the temple, 
worship activities and the different types of moments surrounding it, as well as 
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voluntarism—these were the particular “social worlds” where the positions of various 
actors shifted between maps, bringing my attention to the way in which temple stakeholders 
could negotiate degrees of belonging within the temple.  
 
Saliently, this method acknowledges all factors within a situation as constituting and 
affecting everything else in the same situation, and was appropriate for highlighting the 
heterogeneities of devotional spaces, as well as the irregularities of beliefs, practices, 
speech, and action encountered during this period of research. As such, with the use of 
situational analysis, my study was informed not just by my empirical data, but also the 
state-management of Hinduism, devotees' agencies, administrative powers, symbols, and 
language use, which all became mutually consequential and co-constitutive. It is on this 






























2. COMMUNITY IDENTITIES 
 
Introduction 
Dhooleka Raj (2003) argues that both temple managers as well as devotees create 
and contest definitions of ‘community’ and ‘identity’, ultimately creating Anderson’s 
“imagined community” of Hindus that are constituted via temple worship and wider 
practices. Likewise, in the SSDT and SLNT, the temples have constructed community 
identities based on linguistic, regional, and caste (or the absence of) identities that temple 
leadership may seek to preserve or present in a way that resounds with the “local” 
community in question. These identities are challenged by the presence of new migrants 
who may not fit so neatly into these earlier conceived categories of what it means to be 
“Tamil Singaporean” or “North Indian Hindustani”, and whose own regional, linguistic, 
and caste backgrounds have increasingly pluralised the Indian community in Singapore. 
 
This chapter will elaborate on the politics of identity—divided along language, 
region, and caste affiliations—in the SSDT and SLNT, and how they determine two levels 
of belonging: one at the level of worship, and one at the level of authority. I argue that the 
SSDT’s community identity is ultimately language-based, and that it is first and foremost 
“Singaporean”, Tamil, and ‘South’ Indian, whilst accommodating non-Singaporean Tamils, 
and non-Tamil-speakers. I then show that the SLNT’s community identity draws on 
dominant regional identities from Uttar Pradesh, with caste consciousness adding a layer of 
complexity to its political dynamics. Lastly, I discuss how the attempt to preserve these 
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community identities might pose a challenge for the renewal of leadership, and how 
concerns about the future are shaped by these challenges.  
 
POLITICS OF IDENTITY 
Language: A Background 
           Stepping into the SSDT or the SLNT, it doesn’t take one long to associate each with 
the Tamil and Hindi language respectively. This distinction, as well as the level and power 
at which language functions within these temple spaces, may be traced back to the 
sociolinguistic situation in Singapore and within the Indian community in Singapore.  
 
           Singapore’s language policies reflect both economic pragmatism and a desire to 
represent its complex multicultural society (Rai 2004:2). Upon separation from the 
Federation of Malaya and having gained independence, English, Chinese, Malay and Tamil 
were granted official language status to reflect the main ‘races’ in Singapore. A bilingual 
policy instated English as a first language—reflecting the economic aims of the state—
whilst necessitating a ‘mother tongue’ language to retain cultural tradition and values for 
each ‘race’ (Gopinathan 1980:181). 
 
           Although Tamil was recognised as the official language for the ‘Indian’ community, 
the disjuncture that often occurs in Singapore between ‘mother tongue’ as first language 
learned by a child, and a language chosen as a marker of social identification for a 
particular racial group (PuruShotam 2000:50), resulted in Malay being the more dominant 
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language in the Indian community in 1978 (Kuo 1980:51). Hindi, the national language of 
India as of 1947, was rejected as the representative ‘Indian’ language in part due to the 
majority of Indians being from Tamil Nadu, but also due to the popularity of the Dravidian 
movement in India, which positioned the Tamil language as a strong marker of cultural 
pride (PuruShotam 2000:45). The imposition of Tamil on a heterogeneous South Asian 
community placed a strain on non-Tamil speaking Indian children who had to learn two 
foreign languages, many of whom were part of the ‘North’ Indian community. These non-
Tamil Indian linguistic groups that constituted 36% of the Indian community criticised the 
language policy for excluding their ‘mother tongues’, which were linguistically distinct 
from Tamil, especially that of Bengali, Gujarati, Hindi, Punjabi and Urdu (Rai 2004:9). 
 
           Pertinently, the resistance to the imposition of Tamil on the Indian community 
increased from the 1980s, as larger numbers of Indian professionals were recruited to 
Singapore to keep Singapore economically competitive on a global stage. As such, 
sustained lobbying, particularly by the Punjabi and Hindi speaking communities, resulted in 
an announcement in 1989 that non-Tamils would be allowed to take one of five minority 
Indian languages as their second language (‘Non-Tamils allowed to take minority Indian 
languages’, Straits Times, 7 Oct 1989). This eventually resulted in reforms in 1991 that 
recognised Gujarati, Punjabi, Bengali, Urdu and Hindi at the GCE ‘O’ levels and ‘AO’ 
levels in 1992, and at ‘N’ level and ‘PSLE’ levels at 1994 (Rai 2009:151). The government 
adopted a policy of limited intervention15 for these languages, rendering community 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 The government has stated that where possible school premises may be used for lessons, but that 
the provision for education in these languages would be dependent on the initiative of the respective 
communities. For more information, see Rai 2004.  
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organisations such as the Bangla Language and Literary Society, Singapore Gujarati 
School, D.A.V. Hindi school and the Singapore Sikh Foundation as key players in the 
maintenance and promotion of the non-Tamil Mother Tongue languages (Rai 2009: 156) 
 
           Currently, the non-Tamil Mother Tongue languages are flourishing, especially Hindi. 
The number of students taking Hindi as a Mother Tongue language has increased by 300% 
in the last ten years (Singapore Census 2000, Singapore Census 2010) and with the 
increasing availability of Hindi TV programmes (such as ZeeTV), Hindi is becoming an 
increasingly prominent Indian language in Singapore.  
 
The SSDT: Tamil at the Top 
           Due to the lack of a binding regional Mother Tongue language, fragmented 
leadership, as well as being a minority community within the Indian community (Gomez 
1997), the larger ‘South’ Indian community has experienced a collapse into a ‘Tamil’ 
language identity due to the installation of Tamil as the official Indian language, with the 
slow disappearance of minority Indian languages such as Malayalam and Telugu (Rai 2004: 
16-17). The SSD is an example of this; it has traditionally been a Tamil-speaking sacred 
space, and identifies as a ‘South’ Indian temple that is frequented by the ‘South’ Indian 
community. A broader conception of a Tamil identity, associated with ‘local’ ‘South’ 




           The temple leadership has indicated an unspoken, unwritten, but well-understood 
rule that devotees who wish to serve in the management committee should be native 
speakers of Tamil. As there is no direct requirement for a language skill in the SSDT’s 
constitution, this necessary marker of identity is informally decided by the existing 
leadership. My question to a committee member about the possibility of a non-Tamil 
speaker joining the SSD management committee was met with surprise—the committee 
member told me that it was “not possible” because Tamil was so essential to everyday 
communication in the temple. His surprise also betrayed puzzlement as to why anyone who 
didn’t know Tamil would want to join the ranks of the temple leadership; a sentiment 
confirmed and repeated to me often by regular non-Tamil-speaking devotees at the SSDT 
that I interviewed.  
 
           The perceived decline in popularity of the Tamil language, coupled with the 
increasing numbers of Hindi, Bengali, Gujarati, and Urdu speakers in Singapore, has 
resulted in the support of Tamil language and culture by institutions such as the SSDT. The 
SSDT, for example, has indicated an interest in hosting Tamil language classes after its 
renovation plans have been carried out, and the new compound will include space for such 
classes. During festival periods, ‘South’ Indian classical music and dances are selected as 
the mainstay performances16 that are closely associated with Tamil heritage and culture. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 As observed during Shivarathri and Navarathri at the SSDT from Oct 2012 to Oct 2013.  
57	  
	  
           It would be fair to state that Tamil then, is a necessary but not sufficient condition to 
be considered for committee membership in the SSDT.17 Outside the realm of authority 
however, the temple management attempts to be inclusive at the broad level of worship, and 
the increasing presence as well as needs of the Hindi-speaking devotees are not ignored. 
The 2013 Navarathiri cultural programme, for example, which consists of nightly 
performances to entertain devotees and to please the goddess, included one Hindi vocal 
programme by the Centre for Indian Music and Arts.18 
 
           At the behest of Hindi-speaking devotees, the temple management also recently 
hired a priest from Tamil Nadu with Hindi and English speaking abilities: 
…the Hindi, Gujarati, these type of people, they say why don’t you arrange for 
one Hindi priest? I say cannot lah for us cannot lah, we don’t have enough priests 
how to arrange for them? I tell them, Chander Road [SLNT] your temple, why 
don’t you put one Tamil priest there?... But next time I also will consider. Got a 
new one we going to get from Tamil Nadu, can speak Hindi, Tamil, English, he’s 
coming in a few days time. We just bring him and try lah, if he’s okay, I’m 
bringing him in. He can speak 4 to 5 languages. So I want to bring him in. 
 
– SSDT President, 68 years old 
 
           Besides the minority of Hindi and Bengali speaking new devotees however, the bulk 
of “expats/foreigners” to the SSDT are made up of recent migrants from Tamil Nadu. The 
management recently included two Permanent Residents (PRs) and one new citizen with 
roots in Tamil Nadu into its management fold, one of the reasons being that these new 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17	  These other conditions are elaborated on in Chapters 4 and 5, but are premised on the existence of 
a linguistic baseline.	  
18	  This was intended to be a nod towards the Hindi-speaking devotees, but disappointment was 
expressed about the poor turnout.	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members would be better placed to reach out to the new Tamil migrants, which the SSDT 
increasingly sees more of. However, even the association with India is one that is carefully 
managed, with the temple’s Singaporean identity given foremost importance. The negative 
response to a rare English-language performance play put up at Shivarathri in 2013 that 
depicted Bharat Mata as a goddess, waving the Indian flag, highlighted the management’s 
concerns with the construction of such a pro-India identity: 
It doesn't tally with our programme you know. That's why I was telling the 
President ah, this doesn't come in line with our programme. They were showing 
about Bharat Mata, India's freedom about goddess, Indian mata, it is about the 
goddess - but it is about India, mother India carrying freedom. When they show 
the flag ah, I say alamak. India dress, India flag all. I mean, we are in Singapore, 
what for? Wait the government come ah. 
– Secretary of the SSDT, age 66 
 
 
           The SSDT management’s attempt to appease and include the “foreign” devotees, 
whilst preserving the temple’s identity as a primarily “Singaporean” ‘South’ Indian, Tamil-
language based one, can be read as a delicate balancing act that is aimed at preserving 
harmony and preventing unhappiness from any major segment of the community. Its 
awareness of being perceived of being too pro-India highlights the management’s own 
consciousness of how identity may be constructed, and perceived by the state authorities. 
Significantly, the temple takes pains to highlight its “Singaporean” identity, and whilst 
some committee members may have close ties to relatives or friends in Tamil Nadu, there is 
no larger temple connection to India or Tamil Nadu, nor is there a common native place that 
devotees relate to. Consequently, the temple’s identity is premised firmly upon the use of 
the Tamil language, and knowledge of the Tamil language is a necessary but not sufficient 
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condition for acceptance at the level of authority. Beyond this realm however, there exists a 
broad inclusion of devotees of different linguistic backgrounds at the level of worship.  
 
The SLNT: ‘North’ Indian and Hindustani 
           The SLNT on the other hand, began in the 1960s with the primary intention for it to 
be for the ‘North’ Indian community, significantly defined against the larger ‘South' Indian 
Indian community in Singapore. It is strongly associated with the Hindi language, and the 
devotional community has maintained its regional and linguistic identities. The temple’s 
oldest and largest communities are the Hindustanis and the Punjabis from Uttar 
Pradesh/Bihar and Punjab/Haryana respectively. The contemporary Hindustani community 
today continues to be associated with native villages around the Gorakhpur, Deora, and 
Azamgarh region in Uttar Pradesh. This community makes up the bulk of the Singaporean 
‘North’ Indian community, and the older members of the community in the temple use 
Bhojpuri amongst themselves, indicating their shared regional links.   
 
           English is used at formal committee meetings, with a mix of English and Hindi, or 
Bhojpuri, or Punjabi, used at an everyday level of conversation; the heteroglossia present 
within the temple reflects multiple identities and their understanding of each language’s 
functional purpose (Pandharipande 2008:417). Amongst the Hindustani community, 
switching between Hindi and Bhojpuri to communicate with other Bhojpuri members is 





           Besides the Hindustanis from UP and the Punjabis from Punjab, Bengalis, Gujaratis, 
and Sindhis are also an integral part of the ‘North’ Indian framework. The temple’s 
constitution has been written to protect the original identity of the temple as a ‘North’ 
Indian temple, but with primarily constituted by Hindustanis—it allocates seats for 
committee members based on their regional identity, permitting 9 from Uttar Pradesh, 3 
from Gujarat, 3 from Punjab, 3 from Sindh, one from Marwar, one from Surat and one from 
Bengal (Constitution of Shree Lakshminarayan Temple, 19a). Significantly, there are no 
seats allocated for ‘South’ Indians, which fundamentally protects the SLNT as a ‘North’ 
Indian temple. Furthermore, either the President or Vice-President and either the Secretary 
or Assistant Secretary, Treasurer or Assistant Treasurer should be from Uttar Pradesh, 
whilst the other may be from any other state (Constitution of Shree Lakshminarayan 
Temple, 19b)—essentially reserving two seats in the executive committee for a UP 
member.19  
 
           The SLNT model of management and its constitution reveals a strong desire to 
manage the ‘North’ Indian identity of the temple to maintain a majority UP community 
within. This attempt to promote a pan ‘North’ Indian identity whilst retaining a Hindustani 
core has thus far succeeded, but the changing identities of the new migrants are slowly but 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 The SLNT Constitution has been elaborately coined to safeguard Hindustani interests, including 
the rules set for appointing temple trustees, who also have to be natives of descendents of Uttar 
Pradesh (6 seats), Gujarat (2 seats), Punjab (2 seats), Sindh (2 seats), Marwar (1 seat), Surat (1 seat) 
and Bengal (1 seat). As such, it has not been possible to fill all the seats, and Hindustanis from UP 
as well as Punjabis dominate both the management committee as well as the Trustees’ seats. 
Furthermore, amendments, additions or alterations to be made to the constitution require the 
convening of a general meeting by the management committee with a quorum of three quarters of 
the members. This is not logistically feasible as many members have moved overseas or not updated 
their personal contacts, and consequently prevents the Constitution from being updated.  
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surely altering the original Indian tapestry, as may be seen from the Bengali seat in the 
management committee now being occupied: 
…(there has been) an increase in the migrants, and so they also become part of 
our own committee members. Slowly slowly they are using this allotted space. 
The Bengali allocation was always there, but hardly anyone ever used to come. 
– SLNT Trustee 
 
           Whilst there have been increasingly close linkages with the Bengali community, both 
through the inclusion of a Bengali committee member in the last ten years, as well as the 
cordial and cooperative ties SLNT has with the Bengali Society, the UP community has 
also consciously monitored and managed this link. Even though there has been a consistent 
pressure from some devotees to hire a Bengali speaking priest, there has been an equally 
strong push against this, stemming from anxieties over a Bengali “takeover” of the temple: 
Last time when the Bengali group used to have their worship sessions upstairs 
and us downstairs, they would make so much noise they would drown us out… If 
we have a Bengali priest, all the Bangladeshi workers will come, then even the 
Muslim Bangladeshi workers will come just to eat the lunch on Sunday. 
– Female devotee, aged 58, SLNT 
 
           At its inception in the 1960s, the SLNT’s position of being a ‘North’ Indian temple 
was informed by the majority of ‘South’ Indian temples and devotees that dominated 
Singapore’s Indian community. Since then, with the influx of migrants from all around 
‘North’ India to Singapore, the SLNT has had to strike a careful balance between 
representing a ‘North’ Indian” identity that consists of regional identity affiliations such as 
Bengali, Punjabi, Gujarati, Sindhi, and Hindustani or Uttar Pradeshi, and that of keeping 
close to the temple’s history as being a primarily Hindustani and Punjabi space. This is 
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achieved primarily through the formalities of the temple’s constitution, which both protects 
these interests, but also complicates the temple’s ability to respond to the changing ‘North’ 
Indian demographic in Singapore. Caste and community affiliations within the Hindustani 
community make this balancing act more complex, ultimately affecting political 
manoeuvres within the temple, and also excluding communities, including the new 
migrants, from participating.  
 
An Uneven Caste Consciousness 
           Caste consciousness, associations, and organisations are distinctively different in 
Singapore than it is in India. The non-transregional nature of caste (Tan 2007:12), and the 
different types of Indian communities that exist in Singapore, result in fragmented 
scholarship on caste in Singapore that tends to be divided along different communities. 
Mani wrote in the late 1970s of a “Singaporean Model of Caste” (1979:207) that highlights 
how caste has lost much of its former significance for the Tamil community, whilst Walker 
(1994:42) discussed the retention of uneven caste consciousness and caste markers within 
different Indian communities. Thus far, the academic conversation on caste in Singapore 
has been limited to the Sikh community (Ibrahim 1981), the Bihari dairymen in the 1980s 
(Yeo 1994), and the ‘South’ Indian, Tamil-speaking community (Tan 2007, Mani 1979).  
            
           With these studies in mind, I propose understanding caste consciousness within this 
study along two broad lines: firstly, the eroded caste consciousness of the “local” ‘South’ 
Indians and the threat of new caste consciousness from “expats/foreigners”, and secondly, 
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the existing caste consciousness within the “local” ‘North’ Indian Hindustani community, 
which consequently impacts the political dynamics within the SLNT.  
 
           Turning to the first category, an understanding of the history of caste consciousness 
amongst the “local” ‘South’ Indians is important in order to then understand the threat of 
new caste consciousness from “expats/foreigners”. Mani’s study of the ‘South’ Indian 
community in Singapore highlights the changes in caste ideology that were transformed by 
events such as the Dravidian movement in Singapore and the Japanese Occupation, both of 
which contributed to an erosion of caste consciousness and discrimination. The former 
championed social reform against traditional caste practices, and was popularly received by 
the ‘South’ Indian community, whilst the latter chipped away at caste identities and 
established a broader pan-Indian imagination dislodged from former caste identities 
(Solomon 2012:274, Mani 1966:29). Solomon (2012), more recently, has argued that the 
outward forms of prejudice against untouchability in particular, gradually disappeared 
through the growth of a new Tamil identity promoted by Tamil educated reformist leaders. 
The lack of knowledge amongst third, fourth, and fifth generation Singapore ‘South’ 
Indians about their family caste backgrounds also suggests a replacement of former low 
caste identities with other ethnic identities that better fit Singapore’s multicultural policy 
(Sinha 2005:30). 
 
           At the SSDT, the bulk of Singapore devotees belong to the group that Solomon 
(2012) flags as having little intergenerational consciousness of caste identity, instead 
identifying with broader identity markers such as being Tamil, or Indian. Interviews with 
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local devotees at the SSDT support this finding, with the concept of caste having taboo and 
negative associations, and having no important say in the social organisation of the Indian 
Tamil community (see Tan 2007:15). Additionally, inter-regional inter-caste marriages 
within the ‘South’ Indian community have blurred the lines of caste identity further. More 
recent concerns over caste consciousness amongst expatriate Tamils that constitute the new 
devotees of the SSDT have been expressed however, with the longtime devotees viewing 
this consciousness as potentially divisive to the community, and backward: 
I have expat customers coming in and asking me what my caste is, telling me I 
should not associate myself with so-and-so, because they are from different caste 
group… I say why you tell me this kind of thing, I don’t even know my caste. 
My mother is Tamil my father is Ceylonese so what is my caste, how I know? 
My daughter is Tamil, her husband is Malayalee…what caste? In Singapore it’s 
very good that we don’t do this sort of thing, everyone is the same, but if you 
keep telling me about this caste and who to avoid you will make me bias, right or 
not? After you tell me a few times I will also become like that. In Singapore we 
don’t have caste, we’re one big ‘I’ [‘Indian’] but the foreigners don’t think of 
themselves as pan-Indian, they will say, I’m from Kerala, I’m Andhra, I’m this 
caste I’m that caste… and they don’t even care about Singapore, they just use it 
as a stepping stone to go to America. 
– Ritual goods shopkeeper opposite the SSD and long-time devotee of the temple 
 
           Caste consciousness is thus perceived as one additional behavioural and perceptual 
difference between the “local” ‘South’ Indian community, and incoming “expat” migrants. 
Resentment concerning the threat of caste consciousness reveals an internalisation about the 
harmonious ends that Singapore’s multicultural framework has promoted (Tan 2007:23), 
which is further conflated with the suggestion of class difference. The economic mobility of 
the new migrant is perceived as potential cultural hegemony, altogether threatening the 
status quo. Marriage too, in the “local” ‘South’ Indian context, has not been caste-
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endogamous, but there is increasing disquiet that new migrants who know their caste will 
not consent to marriage with “local girls” due to their “lack of caste”. This finding is 
supported by Tan’s conclusions that inter-caste marriages are common in Singapore, 
outside of the upper caste groups who seek to retain their caste identity (Tan 2007:31).20  
 
           However, due to the complexities and non-transregional nature of caste (Mani 1977: 
37), the SSDT concern over caste ideology is mostly restricted to the ‘old’ Tamil diaspora 
in Singapore and the newer expats from Tamil Nadu, who have the closest understanding of 
jati within the Tamil community, but who are viewed by the Singaporean Tamils with 
suspicion as harbingers of caste prejudice and influence. For now, there is little concern 
over the caste ideologies that other regional communities may have or may bring to the 
SSDT.21  
 
           The SLNT on the other hand, is a predominantly upper caste community, where 
“caste” has more meaning in terms of jati over varna (Tan 2007:13), and sub-community 
caste identities are more significant. Here, the Bhumihars and Brahmins are the most 
numerically significant22, followed by the Chattris, Banias, and some Kurmis, Koeris, and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Whilst it is common to hear of the phenomena of Tamil Brahmins, both Singaporean and non-
Singaporean alike, seeking to maintain endogamous marriage practices, I did not encounter any 
regular Tamil Brahmin worshippers at the SSDT, save for an infrequent visitor who affirmed that 
his parents would prefer an endogamous marriage for him.  
21 Even if in the long run, more “North” Indians were to worship at the SSDT, it is unlikely that they 
will have a homogeneous enough background and enough caste clout to be influential at the SSDT.	  
22 Although Brahmins are ritually ‘higher’ in the caste system, the Bhumihars dominate numerically 
in the SLNT. 
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Bhangis. These jatis are specific to the UP/Bihar region around Gorakhpur, Deoria and 
Azamgarh.23  
 
           Within these categories, the Bhumihars and Brahmins have been especially well 
represented in the management committee, and devotees have made observations that 
Brahmins often occupy positions within the executive committee.24 These caste associations 
have determined, to a certain extent, the political affiliations formed within the management 
committee and also the ways in which temple members are nominated to stand for 
committee membership. More pertinently perhaps, is how kinship and friendship ties are 
unavoidably connected to caste relationships, thus reinforcing these community divisions. 
For example, at a volunteer event that involved committee members and the friends and 
family they managed to rope in, a committee member with Brahmin ties was introduced to 
another committee member’s distant relative. Upon introduction, they both established each 
other’s kinship affiliations, which ultimately determine caste relations, and the distant 
relative was then asked to consider taking up a vacant management committee position. 
These assessments are both political and personal; whilst the caste groups and affiliations 
formed with every management committee have boundaries that shift and re-group to 
ensure the group’s best chance at power, what can be affirmed is that caste consciousness 
exists within the SLNT. This is not used to the effect of caste discrimination, but instead it 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 It was not within the scope of the study to collate all the caste statistics of the UP/Bihar 
community in the SLNT, although this report certainly provides the basis for more research in this 
area. Instead, I have sought to provide broad impressionistic strokes of the community’s caste make-
up, through interviews and observation.  
24 While there is no verification that these positions are manipulated to favour Brahmins, it is noted 
that the last three executive committees of the SLNT included one Punjabi and two Hindustani 
Brahmins each.  
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provides another layer to an inter-community identity that determines the political dynamics 
that are important at the level of temple authority. It has been noted that the Brahmins in the 
Bhojpuri community are more active in facilitating assisted migration, whether through the 
migration of spouses or kinsmen. This has been attributed to their greater financial and 
social capital, as well as their greater interest in preserving their caste community, since it is 
considered to be hierarchically higher than the other jatis prominent in the SLNT.  
           Due to the complexities of the jati organisation specific to a regional community, 
most of the new ‘North’ Indian “foreigners” who do not originate from the areas of 
Azamgarh, Deoria, and Gorakhpur, report being unaware or unconcerned about caste 
identities within the SLNT. Additionally, these “expats” are either singles or have young 
families, hence rendering them more concerned with immediate family and career concerns 
than the caste politics within the temple. In my interviews, I only encountered one new and 
regular devotee who was from Lucknow in UP, and who identified as a Brahmin. He 
ascribed his closeness with the temple priests and his good relations with the temple 
community to this coincidence, but also attributed these relations to his own penchant for 
the devotional and the time spent in the temple—even back home he used to visit temples 
frequently, as his grandfather had served as a pandit. 
 
           Additionally, caste markers of marriage and occupation continue being linked to 
caste consciousness within the “local” ‘North’ Indian community. For example, the dearth 
of local priests is common knowledge, due to a lack of interests and appropriate training 
facilities, but also because it is a caste-restricted occupation. A trustee from the SLNT 
expressed interest in supporting the training of a local priest, and offered a scholarship to 
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any interested local Hindu Brahmin from the community—but it was not taken up. Instead, 
there has been an interest from a teenager in the community who leads bhajan groups and 
has gone for priestly courses in India, but he will ultimately however, not become a priest, 
because he is not of the Brahmin caste, but is instead a Bhumihar25. For now, all temple 
priests are hired from India, supplemented by a perception that India is the spiritual centre 
of Hinduism. This example shows that although caste ideology does not hold and organise 
one’s life the way it might in India, there are still certain limitations that caste identity 
might impose, or opportunities that it might shape.  
 
           Furthermore, the preference for endogamous marriage supports this form of caste 
ideology, evidenced by the popularity of arranged marriage with females from the 
Azamgharh/Deoria/Gorakhpur region in India, which renews caste and regional ties. 
Although it remains to be seen if the current generation will continue following these social 
rules, most middle-aged women in the temple, who are assimilated as Singaporean ‘North’ 
Indians, are in fact first-generation migrants from India, married to Singaporean husbands. 
Besides spousal partnerships, assisted migration of kinsmen is not uncommon, and I 
encountered instances of Singaporean Hindustani families who hired a distantly-related 
“cousin-brother” to Singapore to work as a domestic help. For both the women who migrate 
for marriage as well as the kinsmen that migrate for work, their knowledge of Bhojpuri and 
their access to immediate social networks put them in a better position to integrate with the 
“local” community. Additionally, the persisting connections with India through these 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 Whilst the Bhumihars are of a high caste, and are sometimes considered to be Brahmins, they are 
not a jati that traditionally practices priesthood.	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kinship affiliations often strengthen the caste and regional identities that the community 
holds on to (Sinha 2005:25).  
 
Challenges to Leadership Renewal 
           Ultimately, temple authorities have a vested interest to ensure their temple’s survival 
and growth. The guarding of leadership positions along lines of linguistic and regional 
identities, as has been shown, constructs clear boundaries of inclusion and exclusion at the 
level of authority. The SSDT management seeks to affirm and continue its identity as a 
‘South’ Indian, Tamil-language temple, whilst taking into account its minority Hindi-
speaking new devotees from ‘North’ India and Tamil-speaking new devotees from Tamil 
Nadu. The SLNT on the other hand, is constitutionally bound to maintain its leadership as a 
Hindustani and Punjabi-led temple, whilst officially serving other ‘North’ Indian regional 
identities.  
 
           These dominant community identities serve as strategies of survival, but also pose 
challenges for the temple leadership. At the SSDT, leadership renewal has begun to include 
Tamil-speaking devotees with Permanent Residency status, with the belief that they might 
be better placed to serve and represent the Tamil-speaking “expats/foreigners” that worship 
at the SSDT. This will be further elaborated on in Chapter 5, which examines the use of 
seva (voluntarism) as a process of leadership selection. Furthermore, the numerical strength 
of the Tamil-speaking ‘South’ Indian community in Singapore leaves the leaders confident 
about leadership renewal, especially since SSDT leadership is not restricted to any specific 




           At the SLNT however, where more diverse regional and linguistic identities require 
representation, and where the heart of the community resides with the Singaporean 
Hindustani group, leadership renewal is an especially urgent concern. Many third-
generation Singaporean Indians from the ‘North’ Indian community do not take an interest 
in temple affairs, and their presence is absent from the temple except for festivals and 
special functions. The children of committee members are amongst some of the most active 
youth, but even then, it is difficult to tell if their interest can be sustained in the long run.  
 
           To address this anxiety, the SLNT management formed a Youth Wing subcommittee 
specifically to organise and promote social and religious events for the youth. These include 
the formation of an SLNT Football Club in April 2010 with overseas tournaments, uniform 
sponsorships, and a football coach (SLNT Annual and Financial Report 2011/2012, 22). 
Fathers’ Day and Youth Day were both celebrated for the first time in 2012, both organised 
by the Youth Wing to draw youth attendance (SLNT Annual and Financial Report 
2011/2012, 38). To my knowledge, young men who undergo coming-of-age “sacred 
thread” ceremonies (yagyopaveet sanskar) in the temple are also approached by the 
committee members after the ceremony to consider taking on more active roles within the 
temple.  
 
           As part of the same promotional project, the SLNT also has clear aspirations to 
improve its internal communication methods, which is seen as part of a continual “upgrade” 
that the temple must undergo to stay relevant to the ‘North’ Indian Hindu community. 
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Attempts are made to regularly update the website26, as well as a temple Facebook Page27, 
to communicate with members and “friends of the Mandir” (SLNT Annual and Financial 
Report 2011/2012, 27).  
 
           Lastly, an increase in membership and attendance in the temples is not an assurance 
of continued leadership. Because the SLNT also relies heavily on membership and 
donations as its primary source of income (SLNT Newsletter Issue 1, 2008), Associate 
Membership is often advertised for $2 at temple events. Associate Membership costs $2 per 
quarter, and is open to ‘North’ Indian Hindus of either sex, above 21 years of age, but who 
do not need to be citizens or Permanent Residents of Singapore (SLNT Constitution, 6a). 
This category of membership differs from that of Ordinary Members and Life Members, 
which are open only to all “North Indian Hindus who must be a resident of Singapore, 
holding either a status of Singapore citizen of Permanent Resident of Singapore, of either 
sex and over 21 years of age” (SLNT Constitution, 6a). Additionally, Associate Members 
have no voting rights (SLNT Constitution, 10) and are not a threat to toppling the 
authority’s status quo. As such, the heavily promoted Associate Membership effectively 
collects donations, including “foreigners” into SLNT’s fold at the basic level of worship 
and temple involvement, but is designed to ensure that it does not change the status quo—
hence limiting the search for new leaders only amongst the existing “local” community.  
 
Potential Outcomes for Devotees 





           Over time, the increase in ‘North’ Indian expats from states such as Gujarat, Orissa, 
Maharashtra, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Bengal and so on, in both the SSD and SLNT, may 
further erode the ‘North/South’ conceptual divide in Singapore, and will possibly splinter 
into more specific regional group identities. Even though the SSDT is primarily known as a 
‘South’ Indian temple, its concessions towards the significant Hindi-speaking minority 
through the hiring of a Hindi-speaking priest, and the inclusion of Hindi-language cultural 
programmes during Navarathiri are already testament to the temple management’s 
flexibility in adapting to the new migrants, whilst retaining its strongly Tamil identity at 
higher levels of management. The SLNT on the other hand, remains the only designated 
‘North’ Indian temple in Singapore for now, but the increasing prominence of associations 
such as the Gujarati Society and the Bengali Society that organise religious or cultural 
festivals that overlap with SLNT events will continue strengthening regional identities.  
 
           It is important to note here that a larger cosmopolitan project necessitates a shift 
away from the use of ‘race’ as a primary organizing social category of Singapore society 
(Ho 2011). Instead, an understanding and appreciating for ethnic categories within the 
“Indian” racial category in terms of regional, linguistic, and religious affiliations may do 
more for allowing temples to accommodate and appreciate the diversities of identity that are 
increasingly present in the sphere of Hinduism. 
 
           For now, new migrants who feel that they do not “fit in” to the existing temple 
identities have the option of joining a regional association, attending a different temple, or 
starting their own religious organisation. Many Punjabi Hindus I met at the SSDT spoke of 
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how they used to worship at the SLNT but did not like the intimate nature of the community 
there, and the overwhelmingly Hindustani culture they felt prevalent. By choosing to 
worship at a ‘South’ Indian temple which they viewed as “more open”, they enjoyed the 
anonymity that accompanies a minority identity within the ‘South’ Indian temple.  
 
           Besides worshipping at existing temples, new migrants may also choose to begin 
their own religious organisation, as in the case with the Shirdi Sai Centre, located on the 3rd 
floor function hall of the Vadapathira Kaliamman temple on Serangoon Road. Registered 
officially in 2006 by Maharashtrian expats who are followers of Shirdi Sai Baba from 
Shirdi, Maharashtra, the founders explained that their religious identities were too 
specifically tied to Shirdi Sai Baba to worship so generally at the SLNT. To date, the Shirdi 
Sai Baba centre attracts a wide range of Indian migrants across different regional and 
linguistic affiliations, and has increasingly attracted Singaporean Indians from the 
Vadapathira Kaliamman temple as well. Their bhajan sessions are uniquely conducted in 
both Hindi and Tamil, whilst anyone is encouraged to sing in their own preferred language. 
The Shirdi Sai Baba Centre might be an example of the way Hinduism in Singapore will 
continue to develop—through smaller, scattered religious organisations with a more pan-
Indian reach, than the construction of traditional temples which require more resources and 
are usually entrenched within either the ‘North’ or ‘South’ Indian identity.  
 
           Thus, devotees utilise their ability to shift their affiliated identities and communities 
in a context-sensitive manner, and are not restricted to attending just one temple. Most 
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devotees I interviewed regularly attended two temples or more28, depending on which day 
of the week it was, and often, spontaneously decided according to how they felt. 
Furthermore, many of the ‘North’ Indian devotees at the SSDT read their own marginal 
status there in a positive light, explaining that they preferred to be left alone and to quickly 
finish the rites and leave without getting more involved in any other aspect of temple life. 
Many indicated that the ‘South’ Indian temples were perceived as holier and more authentic 
than the ‘North’ Indian one, with “stronger vibrations”, in part because of their Tamil 
identity, and because the language barrier adds a layer of mystery and sacredness.   
 
Conclusion 
           How community is conceived inadvertently affects the politics of inclusion and 
exclusion, and aids in understanding some of the issues both migrants and local devotees 
face in their negotiation of sharing a sacred space with each other. Having outlined the 
community identities of both temples as first and foremost, “Singaporean”, this chapter has 
shown how the Tamil language broadly defines and unites the ‘South’ Indian community in 
the SSDT, whose “local” devotees struggle with the “expats” caste-consciousness. The 
SLNT on the other hand, as a ‘North’ Indian temple, displays a strong sense of regionalism, 
and their Hindustani-majority community retains a caste consciousness specific to their 
native region. Both temples profess and display an accommodation of minority identities at 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 New “North” Indian regular devotees to the SSDT, a “South” Indian temple, told me that they 
learned how to perform the expected rites and rituals from Tamil devotees at the temple, or the ritual 
goods shopkeeper. Whilst there are more “North” Indians that frequent “South” Indian temples, 
there are also a few “South” Indians that go regularly to the SLNT, although their numbers are 
insignificant to the broader identity politics at the SLNT. 
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the level of worship, but leadership positions continue to be exclusive to devotees that fall 
within the boundaries of acceptable community identities. 
 
           The question that remains then is, how “expats”, “foreigners”, and “new migrants” 
may interact with these community identities, and how they may seek ways of belonging or 
engaging at the level of worship and voluntarism, if not leadership.    
 
           To answer this, Dhooleka Raj’s conceptualistion of ‘community’ as imagined, 
flexible, and occurring in moments may be useful: 
Individuals may see themselves as nominally part of a Hindu ‘community’ when 
they are not physically “in” the temple. There is no Hindu Punjabi ‘community’ 
therefore, but only moments when community occurs, when people gather as a 
whole, because of a certain criterion of religious identification. Conceptualising 
community in moments moves away from understanding “ethnics” either as 
static and unchanging or (more dangerously) as part of a group defined by those 
who practice the Hindu religion. (2003:93) 
 
With these constructed moments in mind, the next chapter will proceed to understand worship 
activities as moments of formal worship and moments of informal lingering, loitering, and 
waiting. This will serve as an inquiry into the ways in which individual identities interact with 
community identities in these different moments, and ultimately asks, what are the strategies of 


















The sun is setting behind Shiva-in-white, and a gopuram. A banner reads: 
Celebrating Timidi 19-10-2013. Passing through the sheltered walkway 
from Potong Pasir MRT to the kovil, I stop by the Sri Siva Durga Temple 
Shop to buy five fresh limes and loose flowers. I already have kumkum 
powder and ghee in my puja bag. The shop auntie alerts me to when the 
next full moon prayer will be conducted, whilst her mother packs flowers 
for me. We are interrupted by a customer who wants to know whether it is 
preferable to buy clay lamps over fresh limes to cut. “Anything, it’s up to 
you”, the auntie says, then adds conspiratorially, “but some people say 
cutting the lime is not good for Durga Ma, it hurts her”. Another customer 
walks by, greeting the auntie with familiarity. The auntie asks about the 
customer’s daughter’s job search. I pay up and walk towards the temple. A 
queue has already formed outside the “office counter”, where devotees 
queue to pay for archannai. Entering the temple on a Tuesday always 
requires a steadying of one’s breath: on the floor in a corner, ladies seated 
and meditating. On the right, next to the navagraha, women lighting lamps, 
volunteers clearing trays of burnt out lamps. The Sanskritic chanting of the 
iyers for Vinayagar, Shiva, and Durga. Devotees circumambulating the 
temple’s interior. On the far right, the little food shop is doing a brisk 
business, and the President is standing behind the counter collecting 
money for dosa and coffee. Hidden by the wall behind Durga ma, women 
sit cutting lemons, filling ghee, placing wicks in lamps that are dotted with 
kumkum and laced with prayers.  
– Field notes, May 28 2013 
* 
Saturday night at the Shree Lakshminarayan temple. The mandir is quiet 
except for a function upstairs, and the pandits on duty sit below the darbha, 
packing raisins for prasad. Some of the volunteer boys are here tonight, 
and they sit in a circle slightly beyond the priests, to the right of the prayer 
hall, drinking chai and chatting about S’ recent trip back to Allahabad for 
the Kumbh Mela. Opposite the mandir, leaning against the railings, are a 
few of the committee members who have been standing around chatting. 
Auntie T wanders out of the office for a general look-see, says hi to the 
volunteer boys, then charges outside the mandir yelling at the committee 
members, “EY YOU ALL GOT NO HOME AH?”  
– Field notes, April 15 2013
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                 4. Worship in Moments 
Introduction 
The heart of the temple is dedicated to the devotional. The centrality of everyday rite 
and ritual, and the performance of worship, has traditionally occupied scholars studying 
Hindu temples and institutions. Saliently, the attempt to understand the “social” elements of 
a devotional space has been especially focused on festivals, which are read as social events. 
In this chapter, I turn specifically to the examination of social encounters (Fahlander 
2007:17) between heterogeneously divided devotees. This is done by highlighting two types 
of activities central to the act of worship that result in different ways of organising social 
relations within the temple: firstly, moments of formal worship, which have a redistributive 
function and highlight social hierarchies between ‘locals’ (longtime devotees) and 
‘foreigners’ who have arrived in recent years.  
 
Formal worship creates direct encounters between these two groups, and results in a 
strong sense of ‘othering’ (Fanon 1952), differentiation, as well as avoidance. These 
moments of formal worship are peripherally accompanied by previously-unexamined 
moments of waiting, lingering, and loitering, which often bookend the former and are 
central to the processes of ritual preparation or packing up. These moments of waiting, 
lingering, and loitering constitute Bhabha’s ‘third space of enunciation’ (1994) within the 
temple, and will be explored for its facilitation of a reparative knowledge between different 
communities, and the opening up of ambivalent and friendlier positions. Temple tours in 
particular, that function as part-leisure and part-pilgrimage, situated in between the sacred 
79	  
	  
and the secular, will be examined as a Singapore diasporic Hindu phenomena that promotes 
social encounters borne out of moments of waiting, lingering, and loitering.  
 
The chapter ultimately points to the evolving role of the Hindu temple in creating 
and facilitating bonds between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ Indian diaspora, and argues that social 
encounters within the sphere of worship have to be understood in terms of moments—that 
are interdependent, fluid, and often contradictory.  
 
Everyday Worship  
Worship, or puja, arguably begins with the washing of one’s feet before entering a 
temple, and upon entering a temple, ringing the temple bells to signify one’s presence and to 
greet the deity present. More broadly, puja is meant to establish contact between men and 
gods (Mitchell 1988) and is also the first form associated with the Hindu temple. Puja often 
refers to the adoration and veneration of a murti or vigraha (sacred image) that represents a 
deity, often as sculptured impressions of the gods, through the act of giving offerings and 
receiving blessings in return, within a temple or home setting. Within the temple, this is 
achieved on a few levels: through a priest’s performance of rites and rituals for the gods; 
individually by a devotee; and by a priest with the participation of devotees. The exact style 




In the SSDT, the nittya pucai prescribed in the Agamic texts that are practiced in 
Shiva temples are performed daily. This includes the thiruvanathal, kalashandhi, 
sayalatchai, and arthasamam rituals in the morning and at night, which consists of the 
washing, dressing, and garlanding of deities in their sanctum sanctorum, inaccessible to the 
devotees. The priests, who are from Tamil Nadu, and trained in the Shaivite tradition, draw a 
curtain across the murti, hiding it from public view, and conduct the rites in the order of 
Vinayagar, Shiva, and then Durga. The priest and office staff prepares the material needed 
for these ceremonies, which are also sometimes donated by devotees, especially on festival 
days. 
 
It is common to see devotees sitting quietly and waiting for the curtains to be drawn 
open, to take darshan, which is to view or gaze at a deity. The “sight” or “vision” of the 
deity is believed to bring good fortune and spiritual blessings to the devotee (Fuller 
1992:59). Furthermore, this gaze is not a passive and unreturned one; it instead involves an 
exchange of sight, acting as a visionary transaction of sorts (Eck 1981). In the SSDT, there 
is also a television screen mounted in the front hall, which displays the CCTV image of the 
Shiva murti in his sanctum, and gives devotees a better view during crowded days or festival 
periods, where the direct view of the Shiva deity is restricted to a narrow space in front of 
the shrine.  
 
After attending to all the deities, the priests return to the assembled devotees, who 
are waiting with archannai tickets in their hands. Archannai is a form of paid worship that 
devotees undertake with the purchased services of a priest, who recite the details of a 
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devotees name and Tamil jathakam (astrological sign) as part of a prayer. This prayer is 
undertaken for a variety of reasons, from personal issues such as marriage, job hunt, family 
problems etc, to expressing gratitude for an answered prayer. At the SSDT, devotees queue 
at a box office to purchase a coconut archannai29, or fruit archannai30 which cost between 
S$0.50 and S$1.00. The tickets are then presented to the priests in charge of the selected 
deity for them to perform the prayer.  
 
After offering flowers to the deity whilst reciting a prayer mantra, the priest returns 
to the assembled devotees with a lamp of lit camphor on a tray. The devotees “take 
blessings” from the flame by bringing a hand across the fire and over one’s eyes, and place 
some coin offerings onto the tray in exchange. Some vibhuti (holy ash) as well as kumkum 
(vermillion) is applied onto one’s own forehead and neck as a mark of blessing and 
protection. The priest then fetches a bowl of rosewater from the sanctuary, which he pours 
onto the scooped hands of each devotee, who drinks the sacred water and anoints their 
selves with it. This is yet another form of exchange: the devotees may imbibe the deity’s 
power and are purified by the water (Ali 1984:68).  
 
At the Shree Lakshminarayan temple (SLNT), a similar concept of puja stands, but 
with specific ritual differences attributed both to the “North Indian” tradition, as well as 
differences to do with the main deity, Lakshminarayan, a manifestation of Vishnu when he 
is with his consort Lakshmi. As such, the types of mantras that the priests perform daily for 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29 A coconut archannai comprises of half a coconut, a banana, betel leaves, areca nuts, flowers, holy 
ash, and vermillion.  




the deities are different from that of the SSDT, although the ritual washing, dressing, and 
garlanding of deities in their sanctum sanctorum follow a similar process. Here, the priests 
are from Uttar Pradesh and Orissa, which are considered part of ‘North’ India. As in the 
SSDT, devotees may pay $1 to have a priest perform archannai for a specific deity, and may 
bring offerings of coconut, flowers, vermillion, or sweets, purchased from ritual shops 
outside the temple.  
 
The privilege of direct access to the deities is enjoyed by devotees of the SLNT, 
which it is well known for.31 A typical personal puja will consist of devotees walking 
directly to the murti to do darshan or to present offerings, circumambulating the gods32 in 
their sanctuary. After this, devotees approach the priest-in-attendance for holy water, a 
kumkum and sandalwood tikka, and to receive prasad in the form of packed raisins or 
sweets. The morning and evening aarti at the SLNT includes the congregational singing of 
‘Om Jai Jagdish Hare’ and the blessing of devotees by the priest through the sprinkling of 
holy water. 
 
Group Worship: The Redistribution of Honours 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Opinions on this vary. Many longtime devotees of the SLNT appreciate the temple’s 
permissiveness on this front, believing that it allows closer access to god. Other devotees believe that 
it is ritually incorrect to allow devotees to be close enough to touch the deities, as the deities will be 
polluted by touch. Most recently in September 2013, plastic boxes were custom-made to fit over the 
“exposed” deities so that devotees can still go near to them but no longer touch them directly.  
32 Beginning with Ganesha and Brahma, then to Ram, Sita, and Lakshmanan; Radha and Krishna, 
Lakshmi and Narayan, Uma and Maheshwar. Hanuman and a Shivaling are placed to the left of the 
main sanctum, along with Jwala ji. The left side of the sanctum is where the three goddesses, Durga, 
Saraswati, and Lakshmi reside. 
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Beyond deity and devotee, the act of worship is as well a form of communication 
amongst devotees themselves, and particularly signifies the display and establishment of 
social rank distinctions through the redistribution of spiritual honours (Appadurai and 
Brekenbridge 1976, CJ Fuller 1992). The offering of gifts to a deity and the subsequent 
taking of the deity’s leaving—such as the distribution of prasadam and the receipt of 
honours; for example, the tying of a silk cloth to a principal personality during the ritual—is 
indicative of this redistribution process (Fuller 1992:80), and may be ultimately attributed to 
honours being perceived as a finite entity. This is seen in both the SSDT and SLNT as well: 
at big festivals such as Shivarathri in the SSDT, the President, Vice-president and Secretary 
of the temple are offered blessings first, or may be given the honour of inaugurating the 
festival. At the SLNT, VIP seats are reserved for the oldest and most revered members of 
the community, and the committee members are often some of the biggest donors to 
festivals and events, where they will be appropriately garlanded and given preferential 
blessings.  
 
Honouring established committee members or older members of the community is an 
unspoken and largely accepted gesture. Outside of such formally established social 
hierarchies, such as the temple leadership33, there is often more conflict over the way in 
which honours are redistributed. Conflicts amongst participants of a temple appear 
unavoidable and Nicholas Dirks’ has argued that “equality in a situation involving honour is 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 This is not to say that no conflict arises over the order of honours for recognised authority, or the 
details of representation of authority. At the SLNT for example, there is often debate about whether 
State Ministers should be invited for religious events to be honoured, and the degree of 
appropriateness this has. For the purposes of this study however, it is not necessary to delve into the 
details of politics within the sphere of authority concerning the redistribution of honours.  
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a virtual impossibility” (1987:254-55), because deities are incapable of arbitrating conflict. 
Within both the SSDT and SLNT, the largest conflict over honours at the level of worship 
ultimately highlights a conflict over one’s position of belonging within a temple—a notion 
that has been coloured to some extent by perceived citizenship rights. 
 
Thus, worship redistribution arguably sustains a community structure (Sahlins 
1972:189-190) that reifies a hierarchy of perceived priority based on identity. In the case of 
the SSDT and the SLNT, the notion of an ‘original community’ of longstanding devotees, 
usually marked by their Singaporean-ness, Tamil-ness, or Hindustani-ness, come to a head 
against the perceived ‘foreigners’, which includes new Permanent Residents (PRs) and new 
professional migrants in particular.34 
 
It is hence not surprising that formal group worship lends itself to encounters of 
culture-contact that then lead to the formation of identities carved out of difference (Said 
1987, Fanon 1952). The constraints of a small temple often result in a contestation for space 
and for honours during the process of worship, and devotees may negotiate their identities 
vis a vis the other bodies sharing the same space, constructing a solidarity between “locals” 
against “foreigners”. Embedded in the study of this phenomenon is the recognition that it is 
impossible to divorce affect and emotions from the experiential complexities of migration 
and mobility (Svasek and Skrbis, 2007:372, Galasinka 2012, Svasek 2012). It is asking, very 
simply, what happens when people experience their own or other people’s mobility within a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Interestingly, the term ‘foreigners’ was always used to refer to a class of professional migrants. 




sacred sphere? How do host societies cope emotionally and re-present their own identities, 
with changes brought about by transnational forces? 
 I will now turn to the example of Tuesdays at the SSDT to discuss this in detail.  
 
Tuesdays: Dupattas on fire at the Sri Siva Durga Temple 
Tuesdays and Fridays are especially holy days for the worship of Durga, and on 
Tuesdays in particular, when a rahu kala puja is held for Durga between 3-6pm in the 
afternoon. The puja is designed to ward off the evil effects of the Rahu planet in the 
navagraha, which adversely affects marriage prospects, fertility, and family harmony, and 
that may be averted by worshipping Durga, who was born under the influence of the planet 
Rahu between 3-6pm (Ali 1984:72). Women flock all day to the temple to make and offer 
lemon vilakku, which involves halving, emptying, and filling 9 lemon/lime lamps decorated 
on a thali with flowers.35 At 3pm, a priest conducts a ceremony identical to the morning 
prayers but also chants the 108 names of the goddess, followed by the women singing Tamil 
devotional songs. At this point, the temple may be so crowded that chairs line the 
circumference of the prayer hall, meant for circumambulation. After the main ceremony is 
over, the women devotees prostrate themselves three times in front of the goddess, before 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 The spectrum of offering ranges from handmade lemon vilakku, whereby the devotee purchases 
the raw materials and spends 30-60 minutes in the temple sanctuary cutting, drying, and emptying 
the lemons or limes, and then filling them with ghee and adding a wick to be lit. This is followed by 
dotting each lamp with vermillion. A flower arrangement of sorts will be done on the lamp tray, 
which is offered to the goddess and deposited in a lamp tray at the right corner of the temple. There 
is some variation over the number of lamps used, the choice between lemon and limes, and also the 
increasingly popular use of clay lamps.  
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partaking of the final blessings, which involves “taking blessings” from the camphor flame, 
anointing oneself with kumkum and vibhuti, as well as receiving holy water.36 
In the SSDT, there are three main categories of devotees that utilise this sacred space 
on Tuesdays, organsised according to the way in which interviewees identified themselves: 
localised Singaporean Indians, long-term PRs (10-20 years), and new citizens as well as PRs 
that have been in Singapore for 10 years or less. Despite the nuances of migratory waves, I 
found that most respondents continued reflecting a view of the Indian community 
dichotomised along the lines of ‘Singaporean Tamil’ or ‘local’, and ‘foreigner’ or ‘expat’.37 
The long-term SSDT devotees tend to be considered ‘Singaporean Tamil’ and ‘local’, whilst 
the new migrants and devotees—the largest groups of whom consist of Tamil-speaking 
migrants from Tamil Nadu, Telugu-speakers from Andhra Pradesh as well as Hindi-
speaking migrants from the northern states of India38 –are considered ‘foreigners’ and 
‘expats’. Hindi-speakers who are ‘local’ and from the old diaspora however, are merely 
referred to as ‘Hindi people’, or ‘North Indians’.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
36 Although Ali (1984) records the regular occurrence of a woman entering into a trance to become 
the goddess’ mouthpiece at the SSDT, this spectacle of an oracle no longer happens. The only time I 
witnessed a devotee falling into a trance was during a May Day ubayam, where a visiting group of 
bhajan singers, mostly youths, worked themselves into a frenzy during the final ritual chanting “Om 
Shakti”, whereupon one female youth fell onto the floor in a trance. The committee reported that 
these incidences are not frequent. 
37 I have earlier suggested the need to go beyond the categories of ‘old’ and ‘new’ diaspora – now 
inadequate for the diversity that exists within the Indian community. Most respondents however, 
when probed about these categories and the problematic dichotomy of a phenomena that in reality, 
has seen steady migration over the years, most ‘locals’ admitted that there are PRs who fall into the 
cracks of ‘old’ and ‘new’. Yet the perceived dichotomy exists in their minds, and inform the 
vocabulary with which they speak against a conceptualised ‘other’.  
38  The category of “North Indian” when used in the context of the SSDT simply refers to Hindi-
speakers from any of the northern states of India, or alternatively, devotees who converse in Hindi 
with each other. To the Singaporean Indian, this linguistic factor is sufficiently differentiating. When 
speaking about the ‘North Indian’ communities in the SLNT I will use more specific terms of 
regional ethnicity, in accordance to the way devotees in the SLNT conceptualise notions of ‘North 




Tuesdays at the SSDT are synonymous with the crowds they carry. Long-term 
devotees39 observe that the temple has grown more crowded over the years, a phenomenon 
they associate with the increased number of immigrants from India. Most gave me verbal 
estimates of ‘foreigners’ making up 60% of the crowd at any one time, in comparison with 
memories of a time when ‘locals’ were the majority. However, even as stories circulated 
freely of dupattas and hair going up in flames due to the crowds and the circulation of 
lighted lamps, informants also took pains to highlight that the SSDT has always drawn a 
good crowd due to Durga’s popularity—ultimately highlighting conflicting pride and 
resentment at the crowds and what they signified.40 
 
Despite Chinese whispers about tension within the Hindu temples concerning the 
interaction between ‘locals’ and ‘foreigners’, I often encountered polite statements such as: 
“The temple is open to everyone” and “I don’t like to gossip or talk about other people, I just 
come here to do my own thing and leave”, before interviewees opened up more intimately. 
The vitriol that often followed was surprising, if only because of the way the conversations 
began so benignly — perhaps my outsider position as a Chinese Singaporean interviewer 
elicited cautiousness, then openness because of my neutrality within the Indian community. 
Sandwiching grievances with politically correct, inoffensive rhetoric was de rigueur, which 
revealed the contradictory nature of such social encounters and the dissonance between lived 
experiences and beliefs about the openness of Hinduism.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 Long-term devotees are devotees who have been worshipping at the SSDT for more than 10 years. 
40 Similarly in the SLNT, the occasional resentment expressed at ‘foreigners’ in the SLNT are 
accompanied by thankfulness that the expats participate in festivals, lending their presence and donations 




The intimate relational encounters of devotees that did reflect negative emotional 
states about sharing a sacred space with ‘foreigners’ went beyond verbalizing unhappiness—
in these accounts, the ‘foreigners’, through their physical presence, become embodied 
examples of differentiated identities, signified through a departure of language and history: 
The Other must be seen as the necessary negation of a primordial identity—
cultural or psychic—that introduces the system of differentiation with enables the 
cultural to be signified as a linguistic, symbolic, historic reality. (Bhabha 2004:52) 
 
The markers of identity ascribed to the ‘foreigners’ are flagged as signifiers of difference: 
 
There would be a difference in crowd in the past 10 years because of migrants and 
PRs. When the foreigners open their mouths you know already. From their Tamil, 
from their outlook. 
– Female long-term devotee, aged 25, SSDT 
Their language is different from us you see. It’s more different, the accent is 
different, their praying is a bit different from ours. No interaction, no, nothing lah. 
They are just praying lah.    
– Female long-term devotee, aged 50, SSDT 
 
In highlighting the difference in Tamil accents from Tamil Nadu, these ‘sounds’ 
were reported as jarring, differentiated by the regional accent and slang, and suggests an 
encroachment upon an aural landscape that used to be a familiarly ‘Singaporean’-accented 





You stand to pray also ah, they will push! They won’t say ‘excuse me’…they 
won’t let us to sit…they are more kiasu than Singaporeans. That’s why Saturday 
Sunday I won’t go to temples. I hear from friends, from family. They will say “eh 
this day don’t go, very crowded, got a lot of foreigners”. Foreigners bring their 
children, they don’t pray properly, they don’t want to control their children, they 
are not giving peace of mind. The children [keep] shouting, how [are we] to pray? 
– Female long-term devotee, aged 45, SSDT 
 
How do you tell who they are? The way they talk! Our locals ah, got courtesy. 
Got manners. The Singaporean locals all got that. Foreigner—no courtesy, no 
manners. They just push. North and South no difference.” 
– Female long-term devotee, aged 48, SSDT 
 
The observed difference in behavior is strongly criticised, and ‘local’ behavior is 
juxtaposed as superior both directly and indirectly, both through the assertion that locals 
have manners, and also through the suggestion that ‘local’ behavior must be positively 
contrasted with that of ‘foreigners’ who allow their children to run amok, or who push in the 
rush to receive blessings at the end of puja. Often, a strong association is made with these 
behaviors stemming from a geographical root that is again, physically and culturally 
removed from India: 
In Tirupati—very holy place but very kiasu people you know! Cannot breathe 
also you know. He [my son] also say—why these people all like this ah? All 
pushing pushing pushing pushing, don’t want to wait. From there I see ah, that’s 
why they got the habit here [Singapore]. Here they also push— our locals ah they 
will wait, finish already then they go. Foreigner is not like that— they think what 
you know? If they never see [darshan] it [the curtains] will close. Where got like 
that? Wait and then go lah. This is the main problem. 
 




The perception of differences reinforces notions of ‘us’ and ‘them’ along strongly 
dichotomised lines of language and behavior, almost as a “fixed phenomenological point 
opposed to the self” (Fanon 1952). Significantly, this compresses the levels of social 
hierarchy within the temple, eschewing a narrative of original inhabitants whose positions 
are being threatened by foreigners external to a known system of behavior. The language of 
invasion is marked both aurally as well as physically, best summarised by a devotee who 
reported that “I do not consider the temple a social space, it is more of a war actually. There 
is more pushing than making friends”.  
 
Interestingly, conceptualising of difference here takes a cue from Said’s discussion 
of orientalist ways of thinking (1978). The Indian (from India) is associated with a spiritual 
centre, India, but is also viewed as uncivilised and unmannered. The Singaporean local on 
the other hand, is constructed conversely, as well-mannered, and well-adjusted to living 
within the multicultural, and urban. When I asked a devotee about cross-cultural marriages 
between Singaporean Indians and new migrants from India, her response reflected a 
perception of an India that is “backwards” and uneducated: 
Don’t want my daughter to marry Indians (from India). Better not to marry from 
India. Must be educated one, if not she will suffer. Wait this one cannot, that one 
cannot (in reference to an uneducated husband from India being strict or 
superstitious).  
   – Female long-term volunteer, aged 48, SLNT 
 
Another suggested that new migrants are more traditional and religious: 
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The expats send their children for Hinduism classes – they are more ‘Indian’ than 
us. They still cling to the culture, and they send their children for that. 
   – Female long-term volunteer, aged 44, SLNT 
 
The narrative presented by the ‘local’ longtime volunteers at the SSDT echoes Said’s 
question in ‘Orientalism Now’: 
How does one represent other cultures? What is another culture? Is the notion of a 
distinct culture (or race, or religion, or civilisation) a useful one, or does it always 
get involved in either self-congratulation (when one discusses one’s own) or 
hostility and aggression (when one discusses the ‘other’)? (1978:325) 
 
These narratives suggest that the conceptualizations that the ‘West’ have had of the 
‘East’ have now been extended into an age of globalisation, where the image of India has 
been so closely tied to orientalist conceptions Singapore too, has imbibed. Saliently, the 
Singaporean Indian perceives himself/herself as rescued from this conception of an ‘Indian’ 
because of his/her association with the modern state of Singapore, revealing an inculcation 
of state-directed campaigns promoting a harmonious and gracious society. To answer Said’s 
question in the context of the SSDT, the representation of an ‘Indian’ and ‘new migrant’ 
culture of difference reinstates claims to a primordial language and behavior, ultimately 
reinforcing the superior position that the ‘local’ occupies within the social hierarchy of the 
Hindu temple.  
 
When queried if grievances were ever raised to the new migrants, or if steps were 
taken to establish ties with the ‘foreigners’, answers varied in degrees, from indifference, to 




There’s not really any antagonism on my part. Everyone is just doing their own 
thing. I don’t mingle or interact with anyone, because I’m here to fulfill my vows 
and not to interact. 
   –  Female long-term devotee, aged 44, SSDT 
 
PR [‘foreigners’] will form their own clique you see. They don’t break their 
circles. When they come to the temple, they usually have this fella’s husband, this 
fella’s wife, so the circle gets bigger and bigger. I’ve never seen them penetrate 
the local community. For us…there is hardly any interaction with new migrants. 
We come here more for prayers, have our dinner, then zhao [leave]. 
   – Female long-term devotee, aged 26, SSDT 
 
They don’t mind if we don’t talk to them— they got their own friends to talk to. 
The temple is their playground….Certain people [in reference to the ‘foreigners’] 
they won’t talk to us. Their people only they will talk. You smile also they won’t 
smile. They just turn and go and see their people. Then better you don’t talk lah. 
   – Female long-term devotee, aged 50, SSDT 
 
The polite opening statements and the politics of non-confrontation appear to be 
unplanned, yet create a narrative of solidarity amongst the ‘locals’, built upon a cultural 
discourse of difference in opposition to ‘foreigners’—including Tamil, Telugu, and Hindi 
speakers. Linguistic affiliations, in this context, are not strong enough to overcome notions 
of citizenship and belonging, and ‘Singaporean-ness’ is privileged, injected with superiority 
within a verbal narrative, partially as recourse to the metaphorical physical invasion that the 
‘locals’ perceive. The contradictory statements of Hindu harmony and openness at the start 
and end of each interview betray a larger sense of being ‘Hindu Indian’, yet the strong 
emotions attached to the intimate revelations in each interview indicates a stronger pull 
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towards being ‘Singaporean Indian’. Negative cultural representation may then be read as an 
assertion of control by ‘locals’, albeit successful only in the verbal sphere, for the everyday 
spatial negotiations of sharing a sacred space with ‘foreigners’ necessarily continues. 
 
Extending the Finite 
The tensions of a small space have been highlighted through the verbalised 
descriptions of crowds, and the competition for darshan as well as for prasadam. Prasadam 
distribution in particular, especially that which women undertake after completing a 9 week-
long vow of prayer, becomes a potential source of conflict41. However, the choice of 
recipient for prasadam to may be perceived as loaded with identity bias, and complaints 
about ‘foreigners’ who only distribute their prasadam to “their own people” are occasionally 
heard. At the SLNT as well, where devotees queue up to receive prasad from the priest after 
aarti, new migrant devotees have indicated that they “let Singaporeans go first, if not they 
will grumble”, displaying an acute awareness of how these hierarchies should be treated. 
The nature of worship, being redistributive of a finite resource, thus intrinsically facilitates 
conflict at a level where devotees desire to be honoured, and to have their social position 
recognised.  
 
Dissatisfaction is dealt with in three ways: to deliver complaints to the management 
committee about the increasing crowd and the behavior of ‘foreigners’, to take up a stoic 
stance of distance and non-confrontation whilst circulating a narrative of difference, as well 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
41 It is considered rude to reject this offering, and the women believe the prasadam distribution is a way 
of sharing and celebrating their own received blessings. 
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as to avoid crowded days or to instead frequent a bigger temple with more space. Of the 
latter, a substantial number of devotees mentioned going to the Arulmigu Velmurugan 
Gnanamuneeswaran temple (AVMGT) in Seng Kang, the newest Hindu temple to date. Its 
inaccessibility has allowed it to function primarily as a neighbourhood temple, and the 
temple compound is often sparsely populated. Although my informants highlighted the 
presence of ‘foreigners’ there, they concluded that the relative peace and quiet of the 
AVMGT made worshipping there an attractive option—an indication that the spatial effects 
of environment is key in producing negative associational emotions in Singaporean Indian 
devotees about new migrants. 
 
The temple, as a “semi-autonomous social field” (Moore 1978) attempts to resolve 
these problems spatially by planning and submitting requests for expansion to various 
agencies of the state, namely the Urban Renewal Authority (URA) and Housing 
Development Board (HDB). The SSDT is currently undergoing renovation works to build a 
new mandabam (marriage hall) as well as rooms on the second storey for multi-purpose 
activities, including plans to host Tamil language classes. This renovation coincides with the 
kumbhabishigham that is ritually due every 12 years, but devotees opine that temple 
renovations are related to the increasing and urgent need for spatial expansion beyond a 
sacred consecration. The SLNT too, submitted a request for expansion but was rejected on 
the grounds of being a conservation site. Instead, there are plans for renovations to construct 
a marriage hall, as well as additional rooms that may be used for classes and youth group 




Whilst the conflicts may be commendably addressed by extending the temple’s ritual 
space as an external solution, I propose that this be accompanied by an examination of what 
can be done within the existing space, internally and temporally. The social moments within 
a temple, I found, extended beyond moments of formal worship, but instead significantly 
consisted moments of lingering, loitering, and idleness, where friendships were formed and 
maintained, social capital accrued, and social bonding occurred.  
 
Moments of Lingering, Loitering, and Idleness 
“Wednesday evening. I was meeting a friend in Little India for dinner, so dropped by SLNT, 
having just missed evening aarti. The temple was quiet save for some commotion in the 
office, and as I made my prayer rounds, I noticed CCTV cameras set up around the hall. 
Wondered if they had been there before, and had I missed them all this while? After making 
my prayer rounds I spotted D hurrying into the office, so I joined him.  
Uncle P and Auntie T were in the office with another devotee, watching a brand new LCD 
screen display of the temple corridor outside the office. “New CCTV system,” D explained. 
“$1000 only, on offer, so why not?” I peered in. “Yah and first day we install first day we 
catch thief!”, Uncle P declared. It turned out that the new camera, on the day of 
installation, had captured a lady stealing camera equipment to be installed, right after the 
Tuesday afternoon bhajan session.  
“She’s a regular, you know”, someone said. “No she’s an outsider, I think she’s Tamil,” 
someone else said. D’s wife joins us and the story is repeated. A general bout of triumphant 
chatter and laughter followed, jokes about the instant usefulness of the system, and 
suggestions on what to do next. N, a committee member, happens to drop by. What’s all the 
commotion about? He asks. They repeat the story excitedly. Someone suggests that the 
images of the women be flashed onto the LCD TV screen in the prayer hall, which usually 
contains information about the temple’s activities. N gets to work right away, whilst the 
women step out and continue the conversation about kitchen preparations for next week’s 
Navrathri fast.  
Within five minutes, the LCD screen shows the image of a woman in a pink sari, sneaking 
the stolen goods into her handbag. It is accompanied by red wording about the details of the 
theft. The lady next to me tells N she thinks some slight alteration in language is needed. He 
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goes back in to make the edit. They all step back and admire his handiwork. After a bit more 
discussion on whether the temple should hire a new Bengali priest, everyone starts to 
depart.  
The temple falls silent again, save for the few irregular devotees who have come in. Auntie T 
returns to the office, and Uncle P goes to talk to the priest. I leave as well, wondering what 
else I’ve missed on every other evening that I’m not there.” 
                                                                             – Fieldnotes, 2nd October 2013 
 
Walking into the SLNT on an early Sunday morning, before the crowds arrive, one 
notices three long benches against the three walls of the worship hall. The first main one 
usually seats older men, who chitchat with their neighbours about the current state of Hindi 
in Singapore, or question newcomers about where in India they are from. The second one 
usually seats older ladies, who discuss their children, or an upcoming function or trip. 
Families with children, or domestic helpers occasionally occupy the third. The strain of a 
bhajan plays on in the background, and the devotees that prefer quiet solitude sit on the floor 
in the main hall, doing darshan or meditating. Outside, male committee members gather to 
chat and smoke, before a committee meeting begins upstairs. Later, when the devotees begin 
singing bhajans proper, and when the priest delivers the prabachan, it will be too noisy, and 
difficult, to conduct a proper conversation. It is in this interim time before worship that one 
may catch up with friends, exchange gossip, meet new people, or, if one is a fieldworker, 
conduct informal interviews. 
 
Whilst the scaffolding of worship architecture supported the conceptualisations of 
cultural dichotomy between ‘local’ and ‘foreigner’, my fieldwork led me to also observe 
moments of lingering, loitering, and idleness, which are sites of significant social 
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interactions. These moments usually took place in the interim periods of waiting for a 
function or festival to begin, during periods of voluntarism outside of formal worship 
activity (or for the purpose of), or in the wait for a function or festival to begin. Mealtimes 
after the completion of a ritual, or quiet evenings with little work to be done in the temple, 
were also central to devotees just ‘hanging out’, catching up with gossip, or making new 
friends. More than mere observation, it was the process of fieldwork within these moments, 
and the success of forging closer social bonds across different community groups and 
genders through these quieter situations, that caused me to begin examining it as a temporal 
space for study, beyond using it as a springboard for my research.  
 
The study of these moments, and their juxtaposition with moments of formal 
worship, is not intended to set up these two moments as polarised or polarising, but instead 
to examine the social potentials that both situations contain. In particular, I was fascinated 
by the production of microbiopolitics of the sublimal (Thrift 2004:71) during moments of 
idleness, lingering, and loitering—a reparative knowledge between disparate communities or 
individuals that allowed for widened interactions, the ‘interstitial passage’ that allows for 
different or new positions to emerge (Fahlander 2007:24, Bhabha 1994, Rutherford 
1990:211). For example, a regular group of male volunteers from India frequently spend 
their evenings in the temple, chit-chatting with each other, the temple administrators, and the 
priests—these conversations are sometimes idle, sometimes about adjusting to life in 
Singapore, and sometimes humorous, but they go a long way towards building up social 
bonds between these men and the “local” devotees, committee members, as well as 
administrative staff. Likewise, as their wives arrived from India to settle in Singapore across 
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2013, the wives too indicated a preference for visiting the temple at off-peak hours so that 
they could make friends and catch up on social news.   
 
Turning back to the example of Tuesdays at the SSDT, it is important to note that 
such moments sandwich the formal activities of worship: the chatting of women that do the 
lemon vilakku together, sitting in the space adjoining the main prayer hall. Women who are 
new to the process often ask for guidance within this space, and women also share resources 
on occasion and look out for each other’s belongings when they leave to pray. Familiarity is 
also bred between women whose 9-week vows overlap with each other, and some 
interviewees reported staying close or as temple friends42. Although many women gather at 
the temple within pre-existing kinship and friendship groups, the existence of such a space 
potentially encourages the formation of more networks. The tentage outside the temple 
building43 provides a space for eating, relaxing, and conversation. Similarly at the SLNT, the 
consumption of meals in a food hall is an essential peripheral activity to worship, and 
devotees can be found on the 3rd floor dining hall during a festival, having refreshments or 
chai, and also after major functions during a sponsored preeti bhoj.  
 
Beyond familiarity and social mingling, gossip emerged as a significant agent of 
social identification and networking, which could only take place during such moments 
where devotional worship was not the main focus and activity (see Besnier 2009). In the 
SLNT in particular, where the devotees are largely from a closely connected ‘North’ Indian 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 ‘Temple friends’ here refers to friendships that are based on going to the temple together, or 
meeting up there.  
43 Currently functions as a make-shift dining hall as the temple is preparing to undergo renovations 
for the next one to two years. This space seats about 50 people.	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Hindustani community, mundane gossip was a feature of social life highlighted both by 
those within the temple, as well as by external observers. Gossip here is not intended to be 
understood in its malicious form, but is instead viewed as an intimate form of 
communication that establishes one’s identity vis a vis the larger community, or allows one 
to draw close to another through the sharing of exclusive knowledge. Its functions varied 
from the simple sharing of news to the assertion of one’s place in the community via what or 
who s/he knows. Using myself as an example, it was only when people took an interest in 
me that they began guessing and talking to each other about my agenda and personal life to 
situate me contextually; similarly, it was only when I had accrued enough familiarity and 
information of my own about temple leaders and devotees that I was able to join in 
discussions concerning them. It became evident, in the course of my fieldwork, that 
regardless of one’s position as a “local” or “foreigner” within the temple, spending time in 
the temple in moments of lingering, loitering, and idleness, and interacting with other 
devotees in these moments, often gave one chances to engage in this form of gossip, thereby 
drawing closer to the existing temple and Hindustani community. 
 
Surprisingly, as important as they are to the social life of a temple, these moments of 
lingering, loitering, and idleness have previously gone unrecorded in studies of Hindu sacred 
spaces (see also Besnier 2009). The extent to which scholarship has studied social elements 
in Hindu temples, if at all, has been limited to the political sphere of honours redistribution 
or conflict over power (Fuller 1992, Dirks 1987, Appadurai and Brekenbridge 1976), 
elsewhere, it has recorded social relations within a temple (Waghorne 2004, Raj 2003, Das 
1958, Muthuswamy 1958) but has not examined how activities within the temple, outside of 
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the directly devotional, shape these social relations. Instead, the focus on the devotional, 
possibly due to the temple’s foremost identity as a sacred space, has tended to dim attention 
on quieter, although possibly louder in significance, moments of idleness. 
 
Significantly, the choice to use the words ‘lingering’, ‘loitering’ and ‘idleness’ to 
describe these moments necessitated the challenging task of weighing the negative 
connotations that these words carry. They were eventually chosen with the pertinacious 
desire to prod the notion and vocabulary of productivity so ingrained in both religious 
studies as well as the discourse on integration and assimilation. The examination of these 
moments is an attempt to interrupt the myth of idleness, and to instead examine the more 
intangible and possibly meaningful outcomes of the mundane and seemingly unproductive, 
which is an inevitable and overlooked part of temple life.  
 
Having discussed the social value of such moments, it is clear that whilst contact 
time is often lauded as important for intercultural communication, different types of contact 
time result in different social interactions. I will now turn to temple tours, as an example of a 
temple activity that contains many moments of lingering, loitering, and idleness within the 
space of a social activity, to further illuminate how these moments are useful for social 
bonding.  
 
Temple Tours: Of Pilgrimage and Leisure 
We’re late, running ever too slowly on Indian time. It’s been a long, hot day, we’ve just 
come from visiting the Sikh gurdwara, and Uncle P’s shoes were stolen so the buses are 
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delayed. We’re sleepy, because the afternoon was spent cowering from the hot sun, 
watching and supporting the SLNT soccer team play against Gurdwara Sahib FC, chasing 
after irate toddlers trying to run onto the field—then cooling down in a mall for a necessary 
shopping break. We’ve just got the glass temple to visit, and then the bus heads back for 
Singapore. Everyone is tired but when we get to the glass temple, its shine and beauty perk 
us up. Verbal messages are passed around that there is a limited amount of time, and that 
we should do the prayers quickly, eat quickly, and leave. Dinner is a communal affair and 
conversation surrounds a comparison of the KL SLNT and the Singapore SLNT. People 
disappear one by one, and I step out to see why: panditji has set up a small bhajan group at 
the entrance of the temple, and the SLNT folks are sitting cross legged in a group, singing 
bhajans. Someone brings out a tambourine. We are late, but everyone is caught up in the 
singing, smiling at each other, raising our voices to shared deities beyond the mirrors on the 
wall. How different it is from this morning, when everyone had not yet warmed up to each 
other! I get up and take a video. The panditji calls, “Sri Lakshminarayan ki…” “Jai!” 
everyone choruses in unison, palms up.   
– Field notes, 23rd February 2013 
 
 
Journeying to sacred sites, the undertaking of a tirtha-yatra, has always been an 
important component of Hinduism; the veneration of the char dham pilgrimage sites is 
testament to its pan-Indian appeal. More recently, improvement in transportation 
infrastructure, safety, as well as communication and information on pilgrimage sites has 
sparked an increase in the popularity of pilgrimages (Fuller 1992:205). Within the Singapore 
Hindu diaspora, tourism-oriented pilgrimages extend (or retract) the traditional “sacred 
geography” of Indian pilgrimage sites to the Malaysian landscape, and these tours are 
organised and undertaken by both private individuals as well as groups such as the SLNT. 
These are generally termed “temple tours” in Singapore, and are either organised by 
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individuals who advertise by word of mouth or by way of posters44, by ritual goods shops 
near temples, or by temples themselves.  
 
These informally organised temple tours usually advertise destinations that consist of 
holy sites in Malaysia or India. More importantly, these tours do not follow the strictures of 
pilgrimage—in Singapore, they are often presented as packaged tours with a pilgrimage 
purpose, as opposed to a pilgrimage itself. During the course of my fieldwork, as the topic of 
“temple tours” repeatedly emerged in conversations with devotees, not once were they 
referred to as formal “pilgrimages”; they contained religious undertones in promoting a 
journey to a holy site, but often also focused on the packed tourist itineraries, the types of 
transportation taken, and the number of meals included in the package. The advertisements 
for these tours, if advertised at all45, often contained images reminiscent of the popular tour 
packages in Singapore by companies such as the Chan Brothers46—featuring main attraction 
images of temples or landscapes, and using vocabulary such as “4D3N” (Four Days, Three 
Nights) to denote the type of tour being offered. As Fuller noted in 1992, pilgrimage has 
been increasingly combined with ordinary tourism, making the distinction between sacred 
and secular journeying impossible to draw.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 These posters are usually found during religious events, such as Pangudi Thaipusam, and 
are sometimes hung in temples with a contact number and tour details.  
45 I was often told that so-and-so had the number of a lady who organises good tours to 
Malaysia, or that so-and-so heard from a cousin/brother/aunt about a tour being organised, 
which is how they signed up. 
46 The Chan Brothers is one of the largest tour operators in Singapore, and is known for their 
slightly garish promotion of mass tourism and packaged tours. They tend to operate in 
Mandarin, and cater largely to Chinese consumers. 
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During the course of my fieldwork, I attended two such tours, both organised by the 
SLNT. The SLNT organised its first temple tour in March 2012 to JB as a one day tour47, 
which was described as a “historical moment” that garnered positive feedback by members, 
encouraging more of such activities. In response, the temple organised a 2 day Malacca and 
KL tour in June 2012, which was met with more enthusiasm48. The temple then organised a 
third trip for the year in September to Muar49. At the members’ request, three more tours 
were organised in 2013. The first was a one day JB tour on 23rd February 2013, and the 
second was a four day, three night tour to Penang, Kl, and Malacca from 13th to 16th June 
2013.50 The third was a trip to India over 9 days and 8 nights from 3rd to 11th August, with a 
pilgrimage to Vaishno Devi as the main highlight51. Of these, I joined the temple tour to 
Johor and the second tour to Penang, KL, and Malacca.  
 
SLNT temple tours are usually proposed and headed by a few core SLNT 
management committee members who take turns to manage each tour. Both the trips I went 
on, as well as the India trip, were supported by sponsorships from Pars Ram Brothers Pte 
Ltd, a company owned by the incumbent President of the temple. The planning committees 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47 The SLNT’s first overseas tour for members saw 2 full buses visiting the JB Glass temple, 
Ganesh Temple, and Gurdwara, with a shopping break. All meals were provided on the tour.  
48 The second overseas tour for members saw 4 full buses visiting the Malacca Gurdwara, KL 
Lakshminarayan Temple, Batu Caves, and included a shopping break. All meals were provided for.  
49 This third tour saw 3 full buses visiting the Nagamali Temple in Muar, 108 Shivling temple in 
Kluang, Muniswaran Temple in Tempoo, and included a shopping break. All meals were provided 
during the tour, and members again urged the management to come up with more tours.  
50 The first tour cost S$45 and the second, S$180. Both tours were subsidised by Pars Ram Brothers 
Pte Ltd, a company owned by the temple President.	  	  
51 This trip cost S$1400 after sponsorship from Pars Ram Brothers Pte Ltd. Named “Vaishno Devi 
Yatra” (Vaishno Devi Pilgrimage), the trip also included stops in Haridwar, Rishikesh, Dharamsala, 




usually included a devotee or two that had experience in the tour industry, who would help 
out with facilitating logistical matters.  
 
The main groups that make up the participants are, firstly, regular SLNT devotees, 
such as the management committee members and their families or friends. Secondly, 
irregular SLNT devotees from the Hindustani community, or new devotees deemed to be 
“expats”, who are less familiar with the committee members and their families. Thirdly, 
“outsiders” who had seen posters or banners advertising the tour and signed on, and who 
tended to be Tamil-speaking South Indians, as well as a scattering of Burmese Hindus.  
 
The moments of loitering, lingering, and idleness that occur during these temple 
tours are necessarily peripheral to the formal worship prayers and temple visits, which are 
intended as the highlight of these trips. However, these moments are a structural inevitability 
that occurs precisely because the temple tour is designed as both sacred and secular: as part 
pilgrimage and part secular tour, devotees may, for example, spend some time doing prayers 
but will spend the rest taking photos or shopping in a mall. The hardship associated with 
long-distance Hindu pilgrimage is replaced with comfortable travel, which facilitates easy 
conversation. Each ritual activity is similarly saddled with elements of the social, and it is 
precisely these gaps of formal activity, and quiet, seemingly ‘unproductive’ times, that 
allows important social moments of social friendship creation and reinforcement. 
Expectations of social encounters are also built into the plan for leisure activities, such as 
allocating time to watch the SLNT Football Club play a match against the Gurdwara FC 
team, or group shopping and eating. Quantitatively, the bulk of time spent on the tour is in 
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transit and social—making small talk on the bus for hours, conversations over meals, 
cheering for the temple’s football team, and general standing, chit-chatting during interim 
periods of waiting—for prayers or activities to begin, ranging from a cable car ride up to 
Penang Hill, to waiting for the bus to depart each day.  
 
Throughout the tour and in particular, during these moments of loitering, lingering 
and idleness, exchanges took place between all three groups of participants, but deeper 
interaction between the first two, as I elucidate below. Issues of identity were central to the 
pattern of these interactions, and the two groups that engaged more heavily mostly 
conversed in Hindi, English, and Hinglish, and recognised in each other a shared ‘North 
Indian’ identity. On the other hand, the third group usually consisted of Tamil-speaking 
families or individuals, and whilst they were cordially treated, their inability to participate in 
Hindi and Hinglish conversations placed them at a distance from the main interactions.52 
Amongst the ‘North Indian’ tour participants, establishing the common footing of language 
and culture removed the “asymmetrical relations of power” (Yeoh and Willis 2005:271) 
derived from differences in citizenship or claim to temple involvement and expressed during 
formal worship activities. Being in transit and outside of the everyday temple sphere and 
socially ascribed roles (Turner 1974:202), devotees could instead negotiate and downplay 
differences by searching for commonalities in identity—in effect, eviscerating the 
boundaries of otherness, and creating a new act of signification with, and not merely 
opposed to, each other. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 In some instances, disapproval was meted out by the regular temple devotees on tour at the 




For example, a Punjabi Hindu family I met on the first night of the KL, Penang and 
Malacca tour, told me, whilst we waited for the bus to arrive at the SLNT, that they used to 
worship regularly at the SLNT until it got too crowded with “foreigners”. As a minority 
community within the majority Hindustani North Indian community, their sense of 
displacement was strong, although they continued to attend major temple functions. Their 
reflections revealed the past memory of an ideal community defined against the present; a 
changed landscape they attributed to the arrival of “foreigners”: 
 
I said that that the foreigners are splitting the community...the temple used to be 
so different, and now it is so crowded. We used to know everyone here but now 
it’s very fragmented by a lot of outsiders…It is also because a lot of the 
Singaporeans have gone overseas, all my friends that I grew up with in the temple 
(SLNT) have now gotten married and left, and then also, many foreigners have 
come – so there are not many familiar faces left. It is also because the Punjabi 
Hindu community has no group of their own, no association, unlike the Sindhis, 
Gujaratis, Bengalis. 
   – SLNT temple tour participant, female, aged 32 
 
Despite the resentment towards foreigners who have “fragmented” a cozier 
remembered community, and the emphasis of my informant on her marginalised Punjabi 
Hindu Indian identity, these grievances remained politely suppressed in exchanges between 
her ‘older’ community and the ‘newer’ devotees present on tour. Instead, both groups 
gravitated towards searching out commonalities within the linguistic and geographical 
affiliations of identity they had, sharing a representation of identity that hinged on a mutual 
connection with India: 
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When I boarded the bus after breakfast in Ipoh, the NRI couple asked the 
Singaporeans, who have claimed the back seats for their family, where in India 
they are from. D politely tells them that her family is Singaporean. But the NRI 
lady insists, but where in India? Surely they must have roots there. D’s mother 
responds and says that the children are born in Singapore but she herself is from 
Ludhiana in Punjab, India. The NRI lady says she is from Haryana, “quite nearby 
only”, and the two ladies begin exclaiming in surprise, exchanging notes on the 
region.  
     – Field Notes, 14th July 2013 
 
Similarly, Auntie A, a 75 year old Singaporean grandmother from the ‘old’ North 
Indian community of the SLNT, and Uncle B, an elderly grandfather who had recently 
moved to Singapore because his son and daughter-in-law had both migrated here to work for 
banks, emphasised their role as grandparents and cosmopolitan (Sklair 2001) travelers in 
conversation: 
Vegetarian lunch in Malacca at a coffeeshop just down the road from Hotel 
Continental. As most of the families ate together, I sat with Auntie A and Uncle 
B. Uncle B is an independent traveller, and we had previously shared stories of 
train and bus travel across India. At lunch, he and Auntie A began chatting about 
their children and grandchildren, and compared stories of travelling in Europe. 
Uncle B had previously travelled to Switzerland for work, and Auntie A spoke of 
her own family holidays to Europe with her children as they were growing up.  
       – Field Notes, 15th July 2013 
 
The discussion of European travels gave the two devotees common ground to get to 
know each other on, based on a shared recognition of class mobilities. Furthermore, their 
residence in Singapore connected them to a cosmopolitan aspiration of relating to a 
transnational capitalist class, without the paradox of having to relate strongly to Singapore 
as citizens in this conversational context (see Ho 2011:389). The liminal nature of the tour, 
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and the fact that these two elderly devotees were not accompanied by families, thus stripping 
them of their usual contextual identities and responsibilities, facilitated some spontaneous 
relationship between equals with shared commonalities (Turner 1974:202). In both instances 
of the Punjabi Hindu family and the family of new migrants, as well as Auntie A and Uncle 
B, once identities had been established and shared commonalities found, they continued 
through the rest of the tour to speak to each other about a range of topics, from lighthearted 
joking and banter about the tour, to a discussion of family and personal background. They 
often compared notes on other pilgrimages they had undertaken, and what sorts of souvenirs 
to buy. The new migrants usually consisted of young families with toddlers, and the children 
made for easy icebreakers, providing conversational topics.  
 
By the end of the three day tour, the family that had arrived complaining about the 
dilution of the original temple community departed having exchanged contact numbers and 
warm farewell greetings with the new devotees, whilst Auntie A and Uncle B as well parted 
on a warm note. Although Auntie A and Uncle B did not keep in touch after the tour,53 some 
of the new families maintained friendly and cordial relations with the committee members 
on tour, and would occasionally continue conversations during festivals or events.  
 
Victor Turner’s 1969 seminal essay on pilgrimage, which posits the concept of 
communitas and posits a more egalitarian interaction during the pilgrimage journey has been 
both heavily supported and criticised for overestimating the powers of the liminal to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53 I frequently saw Uncle B on Sundays at the temple, and Auntie A occasionally. She told me she 
looked out for him but she had not seen him in weeks and had assumed that he had gone back to 
India, since he was so geographically mobile.  
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challenge existing social structures (see van der Veer 1984; 1988, Fuller 1992). The SLNT 
temple tour however, which is part pilgrimage and part tour, as secularly tied to commercial 
concepts of leisure as it is to sacred acts of devotionalism, display a limited form of Turner’s 
communitas. For devotees that are outside of the SLNT’s prescribed ‘North’ Indian 
community and who do not speak Hindi, the feeling of communitas, developed through a 
search for commonalities in identity, is not extended to them54. Within the circle of devotees 
who are largely amongst a class that identifies as cosmopolitan and urban however, free of 
caste discrimination, where the largest identity hurdle lies in the divide between ‘local’ and 
‘foreign’ devotees, spontaneous communitas develops. The temple tour, as a third space, 
effectively displaced the diachronically opposed identities formed during formal worship 
activities, enabling new positions, new structures of hierarchy, and new ways of 
understanding an-other community to emerge (Rutherford 1990:211). 
 
That temple tours have been utilised as a means to establish a sense of community 
and social bonding shows the temple management’s awareness of the identity fractures that 
exist within the temple space. As particular concern is directed towards the ‘North’ Indian 
community, these tours are largely successful. At the end of the KL tour, a trustee of the 
temple, who was also an organizer of the tour, gave a speech in the bus before we arrived in 
Singapore, outlining these intentions: 
This is how the temple’s role has changed—it is not just a place for prayer, it is 
social also. The temple has organised scholarships, we have given away four 
already. We also have a youth team, with soccer and all that. So the idea is to get 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54 A Tamil-speaking participant who was on tour with his family told me that he wished he had 
learned Hindi, for various reasons, amongst which one was to understand and better connect with the 
other Hindi speakers in the SLNT tour.	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people together. The temple will be a focal point for Hindu society. That’s why 
we have tried to organise social activities, not just prayers only…everyone on tour 
has now become one family, with everyone smiling, saying hi. At the Delhi 
railway station everyone always starts out shoving each other, it is like that with 
human beings—first the shoving, then understanding. But everyone is human, and 
is similar… 
– Field notes, 16th July 2013  
Conclusion 
The social encounters in Hindu temples and its shaping of identity has informed 
much of this chapter’s inquiry into moments of worship, and moments of lingering, 
loitering, and idleness. Ensconced within this project is an attempt to understand how the 
‘local’ devotees respond and interact with the ‘foreigners’ in the temple, and on another 
level, also how new cultures are formed by exercising power relations of identity between 
various individuals and groups (Fahlander 2007:25), such as Tamil vs. Hindi, Singaporean 
vs. non-Singaporean. This formation of antagonistic identities can then perhaps, be read as a 
sign of resistance: 
Each time the encounter with identity occurs at the point at which something 
exceeds the fame of the image, it eludes the eye, evacuates the self as site of 
identity and autonomy and—most important—leaves a resistant trace, a stain of 
the subject, a sign of resistance. (Bhabha 1994:49) 
 
These signs of resistances play out on the imaginary battlefield, where ‘foreigners’ 
are perceived as invaders of a familiar linguistic and social space, and where social identities 
are questioned and negotiated. This process of negotiation is inevitable, but changes along 
with its context: moments of waiting, loitering, and lingering have been posited, in this 
chapter, as temporally permissive spaces, the ‘interstitial passage’ that allows for the re-
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negotiation and re-drawing of identity lines. The temple tour, as a quintessential example of 
one of these new sites, allowed for the transcendence of binary identities, instead “giving 
rise to something different, something new and unrecognizable, a new area of negotiation of 
meaning and representation” (Fahlander 2007:211). These negotiations differ for each 
temple, and are dependent on the established community identities discussed in Chapter 3. 
For the SSDT, the main lines of identity differences established are that of ‘local’ Tamil vs. 
‘foreigner’ Tamil, and ‘local’ Tamil vs ‘Hindi’ speakers, regardless of citizenship. These 
lines are re-shaped in moments of loitering, lingering, and idleness, for example, whilst 
making lemon vilakku for prayers—they are instead redrawn according to gender: being 
female, being vow-takers. Similarly, at the SLNT, the main lines of identity differences 
debate what it means to be ‘North’ Indian: ‘local’ ‘North’ Indian vs. ‘foreigner’ ‘North’ 
Indian, with the Tamil group always perceived to be outsiders, regardless of context. Here, 
the multiple identities challenge each other on a level of citizenship and in some ways, 
collective memory, as the ‘foreigners’ are perceived to be part of a larger change in the 
Hindu landscape. The temple tour then serves as a chance for the ‘North’ Indian identity to 
be strengthened and reified by the shared use of Hindi, shared prayer practices, as well as a 
general space for interaction to occur.  
 
The awareness of the diasporic Hindu temple’s multifaceted and changing roles, and 
the intentionality present in using the temple tour—a hybrid form of pilgrimage—as a 
leisure activity for constructing familial bonds, belies the temple leadership’s active 
management of a third space, and addresses a theoretical gap in Bhabha’s work (see 
Fahlander 2007:30, Brokaw 2005:159, van Dommelen 2006:112). This management role 
112	  
	  
also supports Appadurai and Brekenbridge’s argument that human rulers, or leaders, in the 
context of the temple, are indispensible in resolving conflicts through ‘protective rule’ 
(1976:349), ultimately shaping the types of interactions that may take place in the temple.  
 
  Anthropological studies of pilgrimages often concur that the travelling is as important as 
the destination (Fuller 1992: 210); and in the case of Singapore Hindu temple tours, the 
journey is certainly rife with social significance. Tellingly, the central purpose of these local 
temple tours as reported by devotees, who tend to consist of retirees and young families, 
deviate from the traditional desire for union with god, or a pursuit of liberation after death 
and favours in this life (Fuller 1992:222). They instead reveal a search for meaningful 
entertainment premised on the devotional, “something to occupy time with”, “an appropriate 
family outing”, and ultimately, reveals a search for the social on the part of devotees. It is 
perhaps unsurprising then, that this search returns fulfilled and marked with new social 
positions ranging from ambivalence to friendliness, and most importantly, that moments of 
waiting, lingering, and loitering may be begin to be understood as pregnant with potential, 

































I arrange to meet Auntie T at 8am at the SSDT. She tells me to go straight 
to the back of the temple without speaking to anyone on my way in. She’d 
be there cutting vegetables, minding her own business, she said. She’d 
been doing this for twelve years now, and didn’t like to mingle, but 
occasionally the President would confide his temple woes to her, or 
devotees would ask her about the proper way to prepare lemon vilakku for 
Durga. Moreover, she was allowed into the sacred space of the sales 
counter, one of the few not a relative or temple staff that was permitted to 
do so. It was a solitary decision to volunteer, she said, nothing to do with 
anyone else except Amma. She made a vow to volunteer, never went out of 
her way to interact with anyone, and always left by 12pm to pick up her 
granddaughter from school. She told me she could always be found behind 
the counter or behind the kitchen, chopping vegetables. I still see her 
occasionally, but she continues saying hello and keeping to herself, 
emerging from the back occasionally, and only to clear the spent lamps of 
devotees.  
– Field Notes, May 21 2013 
* 
Money counting at the SLNT occurs on one Saturday each month across 
4-5 hours. Each time, about 15 people show up to help, half of them 
committee members. Most of them are acquaintances, some exchange 
name cards and confirm familial identities before the conversation 
continues. We separate coins, count notes, break for chai and pakoras, 
return to the task of counting—over informal banter in Hinglish and 
Bhojpuri. At the first session I help out with, I’m given an “Indian” 
name— Khushbhoo or Mehak, which both mean “fragrance”, as does my 
Chinese name. Pandtiji is consulted about the name, and he stands behind 
Khushboo, saying that Mehak is an Urdu/Muslim name. A new uncle I’ve 
never met before arrives and confused, asks me if I’m Nepali. I reply that 
I’m Singaporean Chinese. Uncle P roars: “She’s local lah! She’s not 
some foreign talent she’s one of US!” This stuns me momentarily—do I 
belong merely because I am Singaporean, or perhaps because I volunteer 
regularly, turn up frequently enough for events? I continue wondering, 
even as I later ask Auntie G why she volunteers so much, and why the 
volunteer boys have not been called in to help. “Charity begins at home, 
they say”, she says. Followed by, “you know, this kind of money thing, 
better to keep to ourselves, they are outsiders…” 




5. Seva: Dialogic Voluntarism 
Introduction 
Having examined moments of intercultural communication during formal worship 
activities, as well as moments of waiting, lingering, and loitering and the negotiation of 
identities that they facilitate, this chapter now turns to another prominent activity in the 
Hindu temple: seva, service to god, or voluntarism, as it is commonly termed today. As an 
act of devotion that constitutes helping out in any possible way in the temple, from cooking, 
cleaning, performing administrative tasks, to donating ritual goods or money, seva, 
theoretically, can be performed by anyone, yet in practice, the privilege of performing 
different types of seva makes it a dialogic site of communication between the existing 
temple community and the newer migrants that desire to participate more fully in the 
temples.  
 
In this chapter, seva in Singapore will be examined as a departure from the notions 
of seva sometimes associated with Hindu patriotism, and will instead be studied as yet 
another ‘third space’ that allows for a hybrid, ‘new’ identity of a “volunteer” to emerge, 
closely linked to a specific temple. If the moments of lingering, loitering, and idleness 
during events such as temple tours allowed for the confrontation and negotiation of 
particular identities to occur, the site of seva then operates on two distinct but sometimes 
overlapping levels: firstly, it allows for the consolidation of these identities, allowing them 
to be shaped into shared experiences and identification as one who “belongs” to a temple. 




eventually reifies one’s position within the temple as an insider or outsider, determining the 
extent to which one may continue contributing as a devotee or leader, or alternatively, 
determining the limits to which one may participate within the temple’s fold.  
 
Seva in Singapore: a background 
The diversities found in pre-colonial Hinduism were reshuffled in the colonial period 
in India, when new religious groups came to be organised as sangathanas, sampradayas, 
with an allegiance to various gurus – a period in which the concept of seva (service to god) 
gained currency (Patel 2010:105). Influenced by the Christian tradition, these sangathanas 
aimed to construct a congregational community, where the gurus who led the sangathanas 
organised the congregation around seva, a selfless social duty ultimately aimed to forge a 
new Hindu community of all castes (Patel 106). Seva can be read in multiple ways; as 
service towards god, towards a religious institution, towards parents, or a guru, and the 
forms in which seva may be expressed is wide-ranging, from humanitarian services to the 
everyday running of a temple.  
 
The concept of seva has been particularly studied as part of the mechanics of Hindu 
institution building, albeit in a scattered manner. Most scholarship has focused on it as a 
disciplined and militaristic building block of Hindu right-wing organisations such as the 
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) and its Saffron movement (Patel 103, Beckerlegge 
2003: 31), and the linkage between this intended charitable service and broader political 
goals of such organisations. These studies trace the popularisation of seva as a borrowed—




‘organised service to humankind’ (Beckerlegge 2000:60), with overt Hindu reformist aims 
that criticised colonial rule. Other studies examine the ethics of the concept and how seva is 
rendered by ordinary devotees in a non-political Hindu organisation, such as the Mata 
Amritanandamayi Mission, where it acts as a self-propelling force that ensures the growth 
and spread of figures such as the Mata (Warrier 2003:279).   
 
Seva loses its political edge when discussed in the context of Singapore and its 
diasporic Hinduism. Patel (2007) posits that the earlier, individual-based notion of seva was 
enlarged during the colonial period to incorporate socio-political dimensions, with 
Vivekananda’s project to reform Hinduism in a bid to displace colonial suppression. Hindu 
society in Singapore, which did not undergo the same socio-political impulses as their 
counterparts did in India, did not see the concept of seva evolve similarly. Today, emphasis 
on the selflessness of service to others is instead highlighted without linkage to an 
institutionalised Hinduism, and is often associated in common parlance with ‘voluntarism’. 
The Hindu Centre, for example, which aspires to be a focal organisation for all Hindus in 
Singapore, unconstrained by linguistic, caste, community, or regional identities (The Hindu 
Centre 2008:13), highlights seva as one of its key missions. Seva in this context is read as 
altruistic service, offered by volunteers whom the Hindu Centre recognises as “the life-blood 
of the organisation” (49). These volunteers run the Centre’s daily activities, from the 
Balagurukulam program (religious classes), the Mitra program that provides counselling to 




have varied motivations—some want to earn merit, others want to understand religion 
better, and some want to make friends—but none of these are political or evangelical55.   
Within the SSDT and the SLNT, seva is similarly salient; its form however, in the 
everyday context, is more temple-centric. Unlike the Hindu Centre, whose members are 
largely volunteers that help to run the organisation, the SSDT and SLNT are home to a 
category of volunteers that reside alongside and occasionally overlap with the categories of 
worshippers and administrators56. The bulk of devotees found in a temple on an average day 
are not volunteers, it is instead a much smaller group of devotees that regularly contribute 
seva. The data on seva that I present reveals a hopeful space for intra-community interaction 
that beyond the altruistic, serves the various aims of devotees and administrators in the 
SSDT and the SLNT. I aim to diversify the scholarship on seva by highlighting its position 
as a site for dialogue between devotee and administrator, where migrants may exercise their 
agency to claim a more meaningful position of belonging within the temple—thus showing 
how seva in Singapore fits neither the old individual-based model of seva (Patel 2007:5), nor 
the politically-motivated organisation of sevaks in some Hindu organisations in India.  
 
Ultimately, this chapter points towards the creation of a third space (Bhabha 2004) 
where the difference between “ourselves” and “others” may be mitigated by a shared temple 
identity as “SLNT Volunteers” or “SSDT Volunteers”, a temporally and spatially situated 
identity that eludes the politics of polarity and allows interdependency to create a new 
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56 Although the term frequently used in these temples is the Sanskrit term ‘seva’, the devotees that do 




fellowship of sorts, ultimately emerging as “the others of ourselves”. Saliently, I set out to 
answer the charge of third space criticism that questions what happens within the third space 
itself, once it is set up: specifically, whether foreigners, as ‘marginals’, have equal chances 
to articulate their interests as do powerful representatives within the equation (Kalscheur 
2009:34, 39). By examining how seva tasks are divided based on pre-determined community 
identities studied in Chapter 3, I argue that whilst seva sets up a promising platform for new 
ways of belonging to a Singapore Hindu temple, the incursions into belonging are ultimately 
limited to a third space that functions outside of administrative power, and that can merely 
supplement it without overturning it.   
 
Temple seva: SSD and SLNT 
Seva, as service to god, family, or the self, is observed here as the donation of a 
devotee’s time and energy toward the two temples’ activities and may be defined by two 
basic characteristics: 1) it constitutes ‘helping out’ in any way in the temple, with the 
physical expansion of time, energy, or money, and 2) it is time-sensitive, and peaks during 
festival periods, or special events, when most volunteers are required. At the SLNT, the 
everyday running of the temple, save for the salaried priests, the cook, and two 
administrators, is supported by the seva of devotees. The seva activities at the SLNT range 
from cooking the preeti bhoj for devotees, to cleaning the temple, and preparing prasad. 
They are occasionally administrative in nature, and can constitute anything from helping the 




photocopying. Put simply, it is helping out in any way, and depends as much on the tasks 
required as well as on the initiative of the devotee.  
 
At the SLNT for example, devotees have volunteered to run remedial tuition classes 
for students57. Similarly at the SSDT, and especially on their busy Tuesdays, volunteers may 
be seen packing prasad and kumkum, clearing lemon lamps from the lamp rack, and 
chopping and preparing vegetables for food sold in the temple. As the temple is a space 
technically open to everyone, it is generally repeated by the temple leadership that anyone 
can help out in any way they wish, or see fit—although the later part of this chapter will deal 
with some of the contradictions between the actual practice of seva and the demarcation of 
seva activities along identity lines. The seva activities are also time-sensitive, and may differ 
especially during festival periods, or special events, which is when most volunteers are 
required.  
 
Committee members arguably do the most amount of seva. They are seen as Hindus 
who have been formally anointed as leaders, and are often the ones who donate the most 
time, money, and effort to the running of the temple. As somewhat more prominent figures, 
they are found regularly at the temple, overseeing construction, signing checks, attending 
meetings, and accomplishing various tasks but also keeping up with other devotees socially. 
Their presence is particularly felt during festival periods, where, as committee members, 
they are often involved in the rituals—either through preparation, or sponsorship. As both 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57 This service was however, not utilised, and the devotee that had volunteered her tuition services 




temple committees are split into sub-committees that oversee areas such as specific festivals, 
events, building and construction, membership, and youth, the members in each sub-
committee are often responsible for tapping into their own network linkages to recruit 
volunteers for the areas they oversee. The freedom that each committee member is given to 
call upon volunteers at his or her own discretion is particularly important during festival 
periods, or on special event days. For example, I was the contact person for the Chinese-
Indian fusion band, Flame of the Forest, for the SLNT. Despite being the liaising point with 
Flame of the Forest for events such as Youth Day, when Flame of the Forest offered their 
services for an upcoming Krishna Janmashtami festival, the Youth Committee members 
instructed me to communicate with the members of the organising committee for that 
festival instead—indicating relative autonomy of each subcommittee. Similarly, as a 
volunteer for the major Chandi Homam festival at the SSDT, I was told by the vice-
president that I was “his” volunteer, in “his” group, and that I should report to only his 
committee during the festival, with the reiteration that he would vouch for me if need be. 
 
There is no formal way of gathering voluntary support, except by tapping on 
personal networks of the committee members, or by word of mouth to those who attend the 
temple regularly—a phenomena that extends across both the SSDT and SLNT. The 




often enough to be mobilised when needed by the management. They are in equal parts 
‘local’ and ‘foreigner’, and there are no official records of all the temple volunteers.58  
 
Voluntarism, although seemingly open on the surface, is ultimately considered to be 
a privilege bestowed upon a devotee, both by the deity in the temple, as well as by the 
managing committee in charge. Jobs of a ‘sensitive’ nature, such as handling food sales at 
the food counter in the SSDT, or counting donation money at the SLNT, are reserved for 
volunteers that are specially screened and invited. A telling example stems from my own 
volunteer experience at the Chandi Homam festival, which involved the packing fruit 
hampers to be given out to other temples on the SSDT’s chariot circuit.  Working in the 
main office, above the crowds and the prayers happening below, a few committee members 
and two volunteers, including me, rushed to finish packing and decorating the hampers 
before the night was up. I noted that there were many people on the first floor who would 
probably be willing to help, and asked the committee member why he didn’t try to recruit 
more hands to have the task completed more quickly. His response was one of surprise and 
slight indignation—not everyone can come up here, he said. To be here is an honour.  
 
“To be here is an honour” was a sentiment frequently repeated by devotees. A 
Punjabi Hindu and regular volunteer at the SSDT, who believes that Durga Ma granted him 
and his wife their wish of a child, has been volunteering at the temple for over 8 years. His 
voluntarism involved him indirectly in the preparation of Chandi Homam rites and rituals, 
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which he explained is a huge privilege—to have been allowed to serve, despite not knowing 
Tamil or being South Indian, as the rest of the volunteers were. This, amongst variations of 
similar sentiments expressed, is a telling example of how seva, despite having salience as an 
“open” activity, is in fact more complex in its levels of admittance, ultimately functioning as 
a form of symbolic communication.   
 
Opening a Third Space 
Positing seva as a site for meaningful interaction is an extension of the previous 
chapter’s discussion of moments of lingering, loitering, and idleness. If the latter allowed for 
newer positions other than antagonism to emerge between ‘locals’ and ‘foreigners’ in the 
Hindu temple, seva then goes a step further by joining devotees with disparate identities to a 
common cause: service to the temple and to a deity. As such, seva as a ‘third space’ 
functions as a place where identity and power relations may be altered (Kalshcheur 
2009:39). Although the following discussion is removed from the direct imbalance of 
colonial power and the colonised marginal, the central discussion of power relations, and 
negotiations that take place within those relations, remain central.  
 
a) Seva in the SSD: Privileged pathway to leadership 
 
Within the SSDT, which has a temple community identity that is tied to being “Tamil” 
and “Singaporean”, there are no specific castes or regional identities amongst being “Tamil-
speaking South Indian” that are privileged in the quest for leadership. Instead, seva functions 
as a pathway to membership and belonging in this temple community, and is an understood 




reason why the SSDT could flourish with successful leadership was due to the President 
picking “only devotional types” to lead, regardless of one’s wealth or status. Devotionalism 
then, is determined by the way one performs seva, which the SSDT leaders believe is a 
necessary rite of passage:  
 
We open it to public, we tell them we need volunteers. Actually, I’m the one who 
says, you come to the temple, you work in the temple on Tuesdays and Fridays 
when there is a crowd, you come, and you help to clean and wash up the temple. 
When big programmes, ubayams [come] you help, from there we see your 
background, we like, then we give you the committee position…so we study you, 
to see how your character is, to see how you go along. We want you to do the 
basic—maybe wash the temple, help serve food. Help to decorate; from there we 
see how then we allow you to go in. 
– SSDT Secretary, aged 66 
 
  This process was confirmed by interviews with the younger committee members of the 
SSDT. One committee member reported worshipping regularly and doing seva regularly for 
a few years with no intention of taking up a leadership post, but was surprised when the 
President then asked him to join the committee, based on the incumbent committee 
members’ observations of his work. There are many of such chances to volunteer and be 
observed, owing to the large number of festivals, prayers, and events that the SSDT 
organises to “keep the vibrations of the temple strong”, and to please the deities within59. 
 
Potential leaders are hence selected from a pool of regular volunteers at these events. 
The previous President, Mr. S. Sukumar, was involved in the youth committee in the Changi 
Ram temple whilst he and his wife ran a ritual goods shop opposite the SSDT. His own hard 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




work and willingness to help out at the SSDT was noticed by the then President, as well as 
temple members, which eventually led to his nomination to committee membership, and 
eventual election as the President. Without shared kinship ties or even a close ties to one 
‘native place’ back in India, the committee members of the SSDT have to be chosen instead 
on their potential for leadership, starting with their demonstrated devotion through seva. The 
current president described his own initiation into the temple’s leadership ranks as such:  
 
I actually started by volunteering, from 1986 – 1997. Then the last President 
wanted to put me in the committee - but I said no lah, I got no time, I got job all – 
but ’97 I agreed and I became a committee member. Two years later he put me as 
a vice-president. [As a] volunteer I used to do everything, I even swept. Not easy 
to become a volunteer. You must know everything. What to do, what not to do, 
how to talk to devotees…  
– SSDT President, aged 68 
 
The incumbent Secretary too, was chosen informally 15 years ago by the last President 
based his work in another temple, as well as his ‘observed’ attributes such as being 
hardworking: 
Before moving to SSDT I was in the Mandai Temple, I was secretary there. I was 
also in NTUC ah, we were organising a cultural show, we decided to bring the 
number 1 singer from India, Chitra, down, so we were looking for funds lah, 
that’s how I came in contact with Simon, the president of the temple [SSDT] then, 
so I know him because he used to come and help us at the temple. So I came to 
ask him whether he would like to [be a] sponsor for Chitra, and he said okay. This 
was for NTUC. So later he asked me whether I would like to be the trustee for the 
temple. So then from there I was a trustee, and he said trustee is no good for you, 
you are very hardworking, you become VP, he asked me to become VP. From VP 
I became treasurer, then I became secretary. After he passed away…I'm still 
continuing there [SSDT].  





Besides a position in the committee, even becoming a member of the temple might 
require the performance of seva, as a way of allowing existing members to assess the 
aspiring ones. In the case of SSDT, perhaps in part because their constitution allows “all 
Hindus and non-Hindus who have attained the age of eighteen” to be eligible for temple 
membership, the factor of discretion—that “applications for membership may be approved 
by the management committee” and that “the management committee shall refuse 
membership to an applicant without assigning any reason therefore” (SSDT Constitution 4e. 
and 4f.) becomes highly centered upon the space of voluntarism as a means of assessment 
and a first step into the temple’s management folds60.  
These excerpts from interviews with the President and Secretary of the SSDT 
highlight how voluntarism is a necessary process to gain membership, at the heart of which 
lies the importance of guarding power, for membership results in attendance privileges to 
the Annual General Meeting (AGM), as well as voting rights: 
Cannot just pay [for membership] and come in. Some of them they come in then 
they just want to find problem only. Come to AGM (Annual General Meeting) 
and ask nonsense question only. Must be genuine. You come lah, you help us in 
the temple, then we see—I myself not say come in very easy. I did nearly 15 years 
as a volunteer. People who do volunteer jobs, you see them, at least one two 
years, okay lah. Got PRs, they come here, they volunteer, got 2-3 of them okay. I 
select them. Not straightaway coming. 
– SSDT President, aged 68 
 
 We don’t advertise membership. They want they come to temple, take out the 
form, fill up, then life member is S$60, normal member is S$10. So at the table in 
the committee meetings, we look at the background and all this before we admit 
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Training Centre (Williams 1998:853), although there has been no larger scholarship of this as an 




them. The committee must approve it. Someone must propose and someone must 
second it. 
– SSDT Secretary, aged 66 
 
  Accordingly, the same process may be an exercise in exclusion, used to deter undesired 
devotees from joining the rank and fold. Once, a Sindhi devotee whose alcohol drinking 
habits were known persistently requested for membership. The request could not be rejected, 
but he was told that he should volunteer first, like everyone else, for a few years, before he 
could become a member. He called a lawyer friend to contact the temple about this, and the 
President decided to let him have the membership form. Upon receiving the membership 
form, he was told that besides the President’s approval, the form also required the 
secondment by the Secretary, and the approval of three other members. He was asked if he 
had been contributing to the temple enough to know anyone who could vouch for him. He 
then returned the membership form and apologised. This example demonstrates the use of 
seva as a system of selection and deterrence, made possible by the strong controls that the 
committee has over membership matters.  
 
Although such a system might be easily used to deter new migrants from positions of 
power, or even devotees from different language communities, the telling of the story was 
not focused on the ‘North’ Indian-ness of this particular devotee, but instead, his “bad 
character” and lack of respect for an established system of membership initiation. Crucially, 
this tale of failed voluntarism prevented the matter of membership from falling into the more 
sticky realms of identity management—as Chapter 3 has shown, the SSDT leadership 




Tamil speakers, or non-South Indians into its management fold. There are purportedly 
Chinese members, but they are however, not given voting rights. Had there not been this 
system of voluntarism in place, it would have been much more difficult to turn membership-
seekers away based on their identities. Whilst non-Tamil, non-‘South’ Indian devotees are 
welcome to worship and participate in the temple’s activities, the informal requirement of a 
period of seva-ship and the forming of social relations with enough committee members to 
gain nomination and secondment are also hinged on one’s cultural capital, including the 
knowledge of Tamil for everyday interactions.  
 
For the new migrant from Tamil Nadu however, this means that the act of 
volunteering is an inherently political one outside of its devotional significance—one is 
drawn into the inner workings of the temple by being permitted to volunteer. Already there 
have been two such devotees holding PR status who have been requested to join as 
committee members, partially because of the perception that they will be better connected 
to, and will therefore better manage, the newer Tamil-speaking devotees at the SSDT. 
 
Significantly, beyond attempting to acquire membership or committee membership 
anointment, ordinary volunteers, regardless of race or ethnicity, may be viewed as 
‘belonging’ to the temple. This is particularly illustrated by the presence of a long-term 
Chinese male devotee who is familiarly known to regular devotees in the temple, and who is 





He comes as a helper61 lah. He can go anywhere. He has a free pass. We allow 
him to go anywhere. No other Chinese can go. Only he ah. He’s always been 
helping in the temple. Before I come he down there already. He’s very old, but 
still there very strong. He has meditation powers…he has Shiva’s power. 
– SSDT Secretary, aged 66 
 
  The example of the Chinese devotee is more exception than norm, although the SSDT is 
known for attracting Chinese devotees—by and large, they are deemed as unthreatening as 
they have no interest in formal membership or a position in the management committee, 
which are the ultimate positions to be protected. Similarly, the afore-mentioned Punjabi 
volunteer who has been inducted into the fold of ‘belonging’ is given the privilege to help 
out in festivals, and is recognised as “one of us”. During festival chariot circuits, the phrase 
“S/he’s one of us” was frequently heard, when people unfamiliar with me, the Chinese 
devotees, or the Punjabi volunteer raised any questions—signifying the creation of a hybrid 
identity that loses the jargon of ‘local’ vs. ‘foreigner’, ‘Indian’ vs ‘Chinese’, or ‘Tamil’ vs 
‘Punjabi’. Seva, in this instance, renders one simply a ‘volunteer of the SSDT’. 
 
Ultimately, in the case of the SSDT, seva is used as a method of screening and 
selecting members as well as committee members; the importance of guarding these 
positions of relative power is highlighted in this process of selective privileging. At the heart 
of this is the question, who can belong to the temple? Is this belonging based on race, 
ethnicity, or religion? Or is it based on one’s expressed devotionalism? And last but not 
least, what sorts of belonging are there?  
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which are undeniably benign compared to the connotations that “sevak” now has in relation to right-





b) Seva in the SLNT: Recognition as Belonging 
 
Voluntarism as an activity and as a space of participation takes on different meanings for 
the two temples, and with the SLNT’s constitutional protection of membership and 
management roles in place, seva is not at all a path to leadership, unlike in the SSDT. 
Although highly similar in its form of privilege, seva in the SLNT tends to function more as 
a type of voluntarism that keeps the temple running, but also provides a reason for new 
migrants to congregate in the temple and to participate more actively within the temple’s 
folds.  
 
In the SLNT, as it is in the SSDT, the bulk of the donors of time and money tend to be 
the committee members and their families. For example, a committee member spent 
morning till night at the temple in preparation for a Ganesh Chauturthi, packing prasad and 
arranging countless thali—a commitment typical for her. Committee members indicated a 
perceived responsibility to offer help when the temple needed it, from the monthly counting 
of donations, to paying for ritual services to support the temple financially. These prominent 
individuals and their families make up the first tier of temple volunteers. More help is 
needed beyond what this first tier can provide however, especially during festivals and 
functions.  
 
In the SLNT, a large segment of volunteers consist of a group of young (aged 20-35) 
men who are considered new migrants to Singapore, and who are in Singapore for contract 




temple on weekday evenings, and are often found sitting with the pandits next to the 
worship hall, drinking chai, chit-chatting about a variety of topics from everyday news, the 
price of flights to India, to devotional questions. These men, also known familiarly as “the 
volunteer boys” to many in the temple, often help out with little tasks such as cleaning up at 
the end of the day, packing prasad for the pandits to distribute, or uploading and 
maintaining the temple Facebook site and photos. During festival occasions, these men are 
also approached to help with male-specific tasks such as putting up decorations, and moving 
furniture about. The communication of help relies on, as it does in the SSDT, an informal 
network of volunteers who tend to be at the temple regularly enough to be contacted by 
word of mouth. As one of the volunteer boys explained to me: 
People are simply sitting there [in the temple] and they [the management] will 
simply come and tell that after 15th there’s this event, 17th there’s that 
event…certain events like first Tuesday of the month they have sunderkand, so 
anyone who has time can come. Shivaratri is a big event and we know through the 
calendars so we know it is coming…So you come if you are dedicated…I don’t 
have commitments here [in Singapore] so I come, and if required, I can spend my 
whole week here. 
– SLNT Volunteer, Male, 20 
 
 
As this volunteer highlighted, many of the male volunteers that help out at the temple 
choose to spend their free time in the temple as they do not have a regular social or familial 
network, and have relatively more free time. The time spent at the temple, whilst certainly 
used to do seva, is also used to build familiar bonds with local members of the temple, who 






There are a few reasons why we come. Firstly, of course, it is because the worship 
style is familiar, what they do here is what I did in North India…Secondly, it is 
for networking. The truth is, when we come here, we need networks—we need to 
find house, find school for baby, maybe some people also need to find jobs. Here 
the people are local, they know how to do these things. We don’t, so we come 
here to find those networks. Everyone needs networks…Thirdly, it is for 
devotion.  
– SLNT Volunteer, Male, 29 
 
 
Hanging out at the temple whilst doing seva allows the new ‘North’ Indian migrants 
to tap into an existing social network, with many having reported finding jobs and housing 
through temple contacts. Beyond these basic needs, voluntarism also allows them to develop 
close relationships with the two temple administrators in particular, who are in the temple 
daily, as well as the committee members who often rely on their help and dedication62. 
Ultimately, this translates into a sense of belonging to the temple community, and although 
the “volunteer boys” are under no delusions that they are indispensible to the temple’s daily 
functioning, they take pride in their work and the recognition that they receive from the 
community: 
 2-3 years before they [the committee members] were not knowing us so closely. 
But now we are known as efficient, as young and energetic. Now if there is any 
programme [to be planned] they [the committee] will say—ask the volunteer boys 
if they have any ideas. 
– SLNT volunteer, male, 27 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
62 There was an instance where a ‘volunteer boy’ unwittingly announced that he had come back to do 
seva for auntie (administrator at the temple who had enlisted his help), and was chided by another 
older member of the temple, who told him that “all seva is for bhagwan”. This testifies to the 





The volunteers are aware of their role being significant to the successful staging 
of festival functions, and as they have drawn closer to the committee and temple regulars 
through their voluntarism and regular presence, they have communicated new ideas on 
how to celebrate festivals as well. For example, the group of young male volunteers, 
having fresh memories of how Krishna Janmashtami is celebrated in India, made 
suggestions to the Singaporean SLNT committee on how to celebrate it in Singapore in a 
grander and more fun fashion, beyond the traditional prayer that usually takes place in 
SLNT. This was suggested in 2011, and to date, the breaking of an earthern pot (matka) 
by devotees has taken place on the night of Krishna Janmashtami, with great fanfare. The 
local Singaporean community reportedly enjoyed the festivities and requested for it to be 
continued the year after, whilst more of the expat community also came to participate and 
enjoy the fun. In India, the matka is usually filled with curd and butter, but in the SLNT it 
is filled with packaged sweets. It is then, no surprise, that the breaking of the matka each 
year is left to the volunteer boys, who smash the matka with much pride that stems also 
from the recognition of their hard work and novel contribution by the committee and 
community. The ability to actually suggest and enact ritual change in the case of this 
festival continue to be a source of pride for the volunteering group, but also serves as a 
testament to the SLNT committee’s open-mindedness and willingness to work with their 
volunteer cadre. Seva here, although dressed in an agentic quality63, is not used to further 
any political agenda; instead, the “volunteer boys” view it as part of tapping into the 
temple’s social networks, both for bread-and-butter needs, as well as for friendship and 
recognition. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63  Also see	  Ciotti’s study of dalit women party activists in the Bahujan Samaj Party who appropriate 





  There are limits to this recognition however, and seva in the SLNT is also 
significant for its delineation of different identity groups within the temple that ultimately 
determine the degree to which one may ‘belong’ to the temple. For example, whilst the 
“volunteer boys”, who are adept with technology, are often asked to perform tasks such 
as fixing a printer, updating the SLNT’s Facebook page, or to upload photos, they are 
kept away from more sensitive tasks such as the monthly counting of temple donations. 
At one of these Saturday morning sessions, I asked the committee member who had 
enlisted my help but she didn’t ask the “volunteer boys” to help, since they were 
shorthanded. Her response was: “No, they are not Singaporean…this sort of thing better 
keep to ourselves, they are outsiders…”, and indicated an anxiety over who should have 
information over the temple’s finances. This was illuminating on a few fronts: firstly, that 
I, as a non-Indian, non-Hindu, was more ‘trustworthy’ than the non-Singaporeans by 
virtue of my citizenship status; secondly, that types of seva activities could exist 
independently from each other, with trust demarcating the extent to which one could be 
considered an ‘insider’.  
 
  The re-organisation of the temple along corporate lines has contributed to this 
phenomenon. Seva is increasingly being used as part of the SLNT temple leadership’s 
attempt to understand and lead the temple as an institution and organisation, beyond its 
traditional role as a temple. This has thus far included a reconceptualisation of the priests 
as part of a larger temple ‘workforce’, which resulted in the implementation of a welfare 




passage to India if their contracts are renewed. Along with this, the seva system is also 
being re-looked at: 
We should have a proper structured volunteering system, where not everybody is 
doing everything. It should be specific people doing specific tasks, then 
everybody knows their specific responsibility…But slowly I think before any 
major event in the temple we solicit or rather we request for volunteers, and we 
have the management committees and the sub committees looking after the 
events, they will rope in the volunteers and they will be more or less structured. 
– SLNT Trustee 
 
This attempt to streamline the temple’s operations for greater efficiency has 
contributed to the seva system dividing volunteers according to abilities and skill sets, but 
also by identity. Already, volunteers for small-scale functions such as personal birthday 
celebrations or family prayers tend to be drawn through kinship ties, and are not open to 
‘outsiders’. As the main enlistment of volunteers for larger community events is left to the 
discretion of committee members, the latter use their own judgment calls to select which 
volunteers should be privy to specific tasks, inadvertently solidifying the identity lines along 
which these tasks are distributed.  
 
By discussing how seva is used both by new migrants who wish to establish social 
networks in Singapore and gain recognition within the community, as well as by the temple 
authorities to divide seva according to abilities and identities, it has been highlighted how 
seva functions as a veritable third space where different agencies are at play. Significantly 
however, whilst the migrants are able to alter power relations within this space by having 




own with the temple’s networks; and to alter identity in becoming an SLNT ‘volunteer boy’, 
ultimately their identity as ‘non-Singaporean’ is non-negotiable, and prevents a further 
modification of power relations (see Kalscheuer 2009:39). However, it is not known if this 
is a necessarily oppressive structure as in Bhabha’s books, for the new migrants achieve 
what they have set out for, which was never identity equality, or total belonging. 
Furthermore, most of the new devotees have young families and full-time employment, and 
have reported a slight disinterest in actually helming the temple, or even getting more 
involved than they already are. As most of the newer migrants have no solidified plans to 
stay in on in Singapore, the system of seva currently provides a convenient way to achieve 
their own short-term goals, whilst fulfilling their devotional desires. 
 
Conclusion  
It is an honour to be here”, and “S/he is one of us” are some of the key phrases that 
have marked this chapter on seva, gleaned from my fieldwork experiences, and highly 
telling of how seva, as a modern concept of altruistic voluntarism, functions as an interstitial 
passage used by both authorities and devotees in the SSDT and SLNT for various personal 
and communal interests outside of the devotional. At the heart of this chapter is an attempt 
to understand seva in Singapore as a departure from seva in Hindu discourse, which has 
been studied from its use as a mobilising and organisational tool in Hindu fundamentalist 
organisations and as a highly structured form of voluntarism (Williams 1998), appropriated 





The modern diasporic understanding of seva as voluntarism presents it as an open 
concept motivated solely by one’s ability to donate time, energy, and money to the temple, 
and is flexible in accommodating devotees’ work schedules in a busy urban context. It is 
divorced from the broader ideals of forging a Hindu community integrated around a 
common principle of selfless social duty, or the spreading of spiritual enlightenment outside 
of the temple setting (Patel 2007:106). Serving as a testament to the flexibility and 
independence of Hindu concepts in diasporic societies, and ultimately, how religious 
communities are complex entities with their own patterns of internal hierarchy and 
differentiation that varies with location and context (Mahajan 2010:13), seva in the local 
Singapore temples are instead concerned with the localised running of individual temples. 
Each temple’s management is free to design or organise these activities in a way deemed to 
benefit the temple’s interest, be it in selecting potential leaders, or to manage different 
identity groups. 
 
Although theoretically presented as an activity open to all based on a simple concept 
of charity, this chapter undertakes a closer examination of seva that reveals different layers 
of privileges and uses within its sphere. In the SSDT, where community identity is “Tamil” 
and ‘South’ Indian and where no specific ethnicity or caste-group are privileged, seva is 
particularly the path to selection for further leadership or membership within the temple. In 
the SLNT, where leadership positions are constitutionally protected and circulated amongst 
members of the ‘old diaspora’, seva instead acts as an agentic activity that allows new 
migrants to congregate within a new country for a devotional and social purpose, and to tap 




where migrants seek recognition for their efforts and presence from the temple members, 
and where the temple has to appreciate and in turn, take into account migrants’ suggestions 
and ideas for events such as Krishna Janmashtami.  
 
In both the SSDT and the SLNT, it opens up a new way of belonging as a “temple 
volunteer” that a devotee may adopt, which comes into play particularly during festivals and 
functions. Whilst this may be read as a successful negotiation of a new identity that takes 
place in a third space (Ikas and Wagner 2009:3), the limits of the ability of new devotees to 
alter identity and power relations are discovered in the SSDT’s attempt to protect 
membership and leadership positions from non-Tamil and devotees deemed inappropriate, 
as well as in the SLNT’s attempt to streamline the temple’s seva activities to maximise 
efficiency, one inevitable result being the demarcation of volunteer activities along identity 
and ability lines. There are signs that the SSDT will soon choose a similar path, as the sub-
committees are already run in a similar fashion. Whilst this may present a challenge of 
fragmentation in the future, the current system of seva creates an interdependent 
understanding between migrant devotees and the older temple community, giving the former 
a chance to prove their devotional worthiness for an opportunity to belong at the basic level 
of a volunteer. 
 
The volunteers I met at both temples ranged from the solitary individual who wanted 
nothing but to serve devotionally, to the groups of migrants who hoped to settle in more 
comfortably in Singapore by tapping on the networks of other local volunteers and 




found a way to transcend the boundaries of “insider” and “outsider”, to interact with temple 
authorities and managers, as well as to meet other volunteers. Most of these volunteers have 
not heard of Edward Soja arguing that Bhabha’s third space, which I link to their act of seva, 
is a political strategy against all forms of oppression (Soja 2009:57), or that the hybridity 
concept is used to explain how authority is questioned and disrupted, and ultimately, to 
examine how the modification of authority fails. In their everyday lives as temple volunteers 
however, they embody the politicisation of identity differences in the seva roles they are 
assigned, and their constellation of aims and desires form a web of negotiation—of power, 
and of identity—within the space of seva. Their success lies in the discovery of seva as that 
very strategy, and where their desires meet that of the temple management’s is the very 
point at which they transcend their initial structures of identity and authority, and go further 
































6. CONCLUSION: (Dis)Integration? 
Identities and Belonging 
The SSDT and SLNT are home to two main temple communities, largely defined by 
their ‘South’ Indian and ‘North’ Indian identities, and associated with the Tamil and Hindi 
languages respectively. In the last decade, the influx of new migrants from India have 
resulted in a more heterogeneous mix of devotees attending each temple, accompanied by a 
peaking of immigration concerns in Singapore. 
 
The SSDT has seen the largest increase in the number of Tamil devotees from India, 
followed by other devotees from South India and Hindi speakers from North India. Whilst 
the SSDT has always been attended by local ‘North’ Indian devotees as well, the new influx 
is from the “foreign” ‘North’ Indians who have heard about the goddess Durga’s powers, 
and whose addition of Hindi, Bengali, and Gujarati to the largely Tamil space has been 
noted as jarring. Although the temple does not constitutionally restrict non-Tamils from 
joining the temple as members or running for a leadership position in the management 
committee, there is an unwritten standard that only “Tamil” devotees may join in, and the 
temple has included two PRs into the committee for their ability to connect with the new 
migrants. More saliently, the process of leadership evaluation is heavily dependent on seva, 
voluntarism by devotees towards a deity that also keeps the temple running.  
 
The SLNT on the other hand, is a ‘North’ Indian community temple whose core 




and Gujarati devotees. The history of the SLNT is closely connected to that of SNIHA and 
the Arya Samaj, and these institutions are also linked to the promotion and maintenance of 
the Hindi language in Singpaore, via Hindi Society and D.A.V. Hindi School. As the temple 
began with the intention of serving the minority ‘North’ Indian community, there are 
constitutional measures put in place at its time of founding, to ensure that power would not 
fall into the hands of the majority Tamil Hindus in Singapore. Furthermore, the constitution 
maintains the ethnic balance within the SLNT by distributing committee management seats 
to members from UP/Bihar, who form the bulk of the Hindustani group, and Punjab, Bengal, 
Gujarat, Surat, Marwar. The new migrants that are arriving from other parts of ‘North’ India 
outside the Gorakhpur/Deora/Azamgarh region where the “local” ‘North’ Indians are from 
are excluded from these politics because they hold caste, regional, and even linguistic ties 
external to the Hindustani identity markers.  
 
Instead, the negotiated ways of belonging take place at the level of worship, both in 
formal worship as well as informal moments of loitering, lingering, and idleness, as well as 
through voluntarism activities. In particular, new migrants to the SLNT have been able to 
use these avenues to influence ritual processes (thereby renewing religious links to India as 
well), strengthen their own positions within the SLNT by building social ties with “locals”, 
committee members, priests, and administrative staff, as well as to tap into the temple’s 
existing social networks to make settling into Singapore a smoother process. Housing, jobs, 
marriages, and even mundane tasks such as setting up a TV, are often accomplished with the 





What then accounts for the differences between the interactions in these two 
temples? Firstly, the levels of inclusion into leadership are affected by the very nature of the 
communities that occupy the SSDT and SLNT. The former is associated with Tamil and 
being ‘South’ Indian, which is a broader and more inclusive category than the defining caste 
and regional identities in the SLNT. For the SSDT, its Tamil identity is the largest defining 
factor.64 Whilst Tamil is an official language in Singapore, it is diglossic and spoken slightly 
differently by the new migrants from Tamil Nadu, which reinforces differences between the 
“locals” and “foreigners”, despite the sharing of one language, especially to the average 
devotee. Temple leadership however has shown a willingness to include new PRs from 
Tamil Nadu, as they have a larger clout with the new migrants, but more importantly, they 
speak the same language.  
 
Furthermore, the Tamil community is concerned about a language decline 
(Saravanan 2009), and the increasing popularity of Hindi, along with the presence of new 
Hindi-speaking migrants, contributes to the Tamil community’s willingness to identify with 
the new Tamil migrants over their ‘North’ Indian counterparts. What is noted here is a 
difference in responses by the temple leadership and by temple devotees—the former is 
concerned with devotionalism and language, and will accept into their ranks Tamil persons, 
including PRs who display dedicated volunteering and devotion to Hinduism. At the level of 
everyday worship however, as migrants from Tamil Nadu, as well as other parts of North 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64 However, it is also useful to note that being “Tamil” and by extension, being “South Indian”, may also 
be viewed as a hegemonic-assimilative category which has co-opted South Indians belonging to other 
linguistic groups such as Malayalam, Telugu, and Kannada, and having imposed a “Tamil” identity on 
them in line with the Singapore state’s efforts to homogenise intra-ethnic differences while emphasising 




India, flock to the ‘South’ Indian temples, there is a strong sense of local ‘South’ Indians 
being crowded out of their rightful spaces. 
 
  
In a slightly different vein, the smaller “local” ‘North’ Indian community associated 
with the SLNT are increasingly outnumbered by the new migrants from ‘North’ India, but 
power remains distributed amongst the “locals” within a specific caste and regional identity, 
thus devotionalism and language is not as useful to migrants seeking power. The “local” 
Hindustani majority currently occupies the bulk of leadership positions, which looks set to 
continue—thus, the new ‘North’ Indian devotees are more easily welcomed as a sign of 
temple and ‘North’ Indian community growth. What is changing however is the 
unprecedented occupation of reserved seats for committee members from other regions of 
‘North’ India, such as Bengal. Furthermore, the Hindustani community is rightfully 
concerned with leadership renewal, as most “local” Hindustani youth do not take the same 
interest in temple affairs as the previous generation, and it remains to be seen if this problem 
will be tackled successfully.  
 
The specific histories of the ‘South’ and ‘North’ Indian communities in Singapore 
cannot be removed from the differences in the way interactions and problems with new 
migrants play out. The eradication of caste consciousness in the ‘South’ Indian community, 
due to the Dravidian movement as well as the homogenising ‘Indian’ identity that the 




consciousness in encounters with new migrants. The ‘North’ Indian community on the other 
hand, retains knowledge and consciousness of their district and caste affiliations in India. 
Although this does not play out in the form of caste discrimination, caste grouping and 
consciousness, supported by ongoing endogamous marriages, inform the way in which the 
temple’s leadership is organised.  
Throughout the thesis, there has been an underlying presence of state policy and influence 
that have shaped the Indian community powerfully. From the very organisation of racial 
categories, to the state’s policies on language, the hand of the state has left inevitable marks 
on the broad Indian population in Singapore, and the way communities within that 
population interact with each other. Both as a way of comment and conclusion, I will now 
turn to discuss state-society relations vis a vis the role of Hindu temples as ‘civic society’, 
and the significance of this for future integration projects that the state might have for the 
Indian community. 
 
State-Society Relations: Hindu temples as ‘Civic Society’ 
The history of the Indian community in Singapore is the history of homogenising and 
fragmenting forces that has defined Indian identities in relation to race and religion (see Rai 
2009). These processes of homogenisation in particular, have been a key factor in the 
Singapore state’s nation-building project, which uses religion to play a key role in the 
development, maintenance, and presentation of a multicultural and multi-religious national 
identity. Singapore carries the administrative framework and legal institutional arrangement 




and bureaucratic procedures (see Sinha 2011). Today, the two statutory bodies, the Hindu 
Endowments Board (HEB) and the Hindu Advisory Board (HAB), advice the government 
on decisions regarding Hinduism, but also performs an official regulatory role. This 
inherited managerial approach which is “highly rationalised and bureaucratic” (Sinha 
2011:185) has led to a coded style of Hindu religiosity and temple worship (201). 
 
Beyond the HEB and HAB, the state’s tendency to conflate civil society with civic 
society also enacts a pressure upon religious organisations to perform community-building 
roles in accordance with state ideals and objectives. In an essay addressing challenges for 
state-society relations in Singapore, George Yeo, then-Minister of Trade and Industry, 
stated: 
Civil society is also flourishing in other sectors. The number of civic 
organisations based on religious beliefs have increased. Many are involved in 
running community hospitals, hospices, halfway houses and other welfare 
facilities. Those which receive direct or indirect government assistance are 
required to serve all Singaporeans, regardless of race, language, or religion. Most 
are happy to do so. (Yeo 2000:22) 
 
Yeo’s preference for the term ‘civic society’ over the more commonly used ‘civil 
society’ indicates the government’s preferred state-society relationship: that the latter’s 
‘civic’ responsibilities of citizens should take precedence over the ‘rights’ of citizenship 
emphasised in the conventional understanding of the concept of ‘civil society’ (Chua 




While the Singapore state supports the growth of civic organisations, the state has not got 
total control over them. In fact, the state increasingly relies on them to do the things 
which the government by itself is not good at doing. (Yeo 2000:24) 
 
This attempt at partnership reflects a general governmental attitude highlighted in the 
Singapore 21 vision, which aims to foster a close state partnership with an active citizenry 
(Tan 2001). Yeo’s address specifically emphasises the community role that ethnic 
organisations with social causes can fill, highlighting MENDAKI (Council for the 
Development of Singapore Malay/Muslim Community) and SINDA (Singapore Indian 
Development Association) as important self-help groups that “operate within the bounds of 
the state and increasingly with a common Singapore starting point (Yeo 2000:22).  
 
That the ideal civic organisation should positively reinforce “The Singapore Idea” of 
“good governance, civic responsibility, honesty, strong families, hard work, a spirit of 
voluntarism, the use of many languages and a deep respect for racial and religious diversity” 
(Yeo 2000:25) is a message well-received by Hindu religious institutions in Singapore. For 
the SLNT and the SSDT, one strategy of survival is the maintenance of good and close ties to 
the government and its representatives. Unlike the temples in India that figure on the agenda 
of political actors (see Rao 2003:105), the Singapore Hindu temples are considerably 
depoliticised, owing to the strict nature of Singapore politics. Instead, temple leadership 
answers the call to function as a space for civic society, with George’s Yeo’s instruction that 
“those which receive direct or indirect government assistance are required to serve all 





As temples are dependent on this assistance in the form of land rental renewal permits, 
or Land Transport Authority (LTA) cooperation and support in facilitating festival 
processions, it is not surprising that temples have responded positively to this call. An 
example of this is the scholarship and bursary programmes started by both temples in the last 
five years to provide financial aid to members within their respective communities. In the case 
of the SLNT, the provision of scholarships and bursaries are important for ‘North’ Indians 
because they tend to fall through the cracks of the system: 
Tamil Indians have SINDA, but we don’t have any other board. It is seldom that 
they help us even though we’re a part of it, and it is seldom that our people go 
there for help. 
– SLNT Temple Administrator 
 
These awards were created recently in 2011, and ‘South’ Indian applicants have been 
turned away on the basis of prioritising the needs of the ‘North’ Indian community65—
stepping in for the state’s oversight, or what it cannot do, in Yeo’s terms. More pertinently 
however, leaders from both temples have shared how these award-giving ceremonies, 
attended by representatives of the state, are a chance to mingle and establish closer ties that 
are useful when leaders need help from the state. 
 
The attempt to draw closer to state representatives is one that both seeks 
endorsement and legitimation of temple activities, but also one that is strategically used to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
65 Three scholarships were given out in the year 2012. ‘South’ Indian applicants who applied in 2013 
were rejected on the basis that the scholarships are meant for ‘North’ Indians, but it was mentioned that if 
the same ‘South’ Indians applied again next year and are still in need of funding, the temple might try to 




present petitions and requests to the state. The SSDT’s commemorative souvenir magazine 
(2001) from the mahakumbabishegam houses multiple messages of congratulations and well 
wishes from Ministers such as Mr. Wong Kan Seng, then-Minister for Home Affairs and 
Minister of Parliament (MP) for Bishan-Toa Payoh, along with dozens of other state leaders, 
including Jayalalitha from Tamil Nadu. Whilst this keeps the temple under the state’s 
purview and puts the state’s stamp of approval on the temple, it also legitimates both the 
temple’s function as a space of civic society “that has done good multicultural work” (SSDT 
Commemorative Magazine 2001), as well as a recognised institution of Hinduism with the 
messages from Tamil Nadu, the spiritual loci of Tamil Saivism.  
 
These established ties are also used to strategically present petitions and requests to 
the state. A recent example is the invitation of Lui Tuck Yew, the current Transport Minister 
and the MP for the Moulmein-Kallang GRC, to inaugurate SLNT’s 2013 Shivaratri 
celebrations as the Guest-of-Honour. At these major festivals that have a public element to 
it, the temple is often presented as a space of multi-ethnic and multiracial harmony, in 
accordance with the state’s expectation of a religious civil society organisation. For 
example, a band “Flame Of the Forest” consisting of ethnically Chinese musicians (Krsna 
and Govind Tan) playing the sita and tabla were invited to perform “fusion music” as part 
of a cultural program on that day, just before the Guest of Honour’s arrival. The politics of 
race does not go ignored here as the temple, open to all as a worship space although mostly 
attended only by Indians and other South Asians, positions itself in line with state ideals as it 
performs multiculturalism to an ethnically Chinese state representative. The presence of Lui 




the grievances of the temple members about the presence of an outdoor liquor shop set up by 
Kerbau Hotel right next door, where workers frequently drink outside on weekends—a 
recent phenomena that the temple had already presented to the media (The Straits Times, 
‘Liquor Woes in Little India’, December 8 2012). The alignment with state ideology at 
public events and the performance of multiculturalism can then be read as a strategy to also 
protect the community by ensuring a means of petition, when necessary.  
 
Implicit in this is an acknowledgment of the symbiotic relationship between the state 
and Hindu ‘civil/civic’ society spaces, and a display of willingness to take on state directives 
at a visible level. What does this then mean for the state’s desire for the smooth integration 
of foreigners? The issue of integration was raised prominently as early as in 2004, when 
Wong Kan Seng took over as the Minister of Home Affairs (The Straits Times, ‘Wong Kan 
Seng to Oversee Population Issues’ August 30 2004). Subsequently in 2009, the National 
Integration Council (NIC) was formed, and chaired by Dr. Vivian Balakrishnan, then-
Minister of Community Development, Youth, and Sport.  The NIC’s primary aim is to 
promote and foster social integration among Singaporeans, with new Singapore citizens and 
Singapore Permanent Residents. Specifically, it is meant to work with the private, people, 
and public sectors, through schools, workplaces, and the media (SG Press Centre, ‘National 
Integration Council to Foster Social Integration’, April 26 2009). The call for a broad-based 
social integration has not been ignored; community organisations such as Chinese clan 
associations have been (state) reported as responding to this call positively 
(ChannelNewsAsia, ‘Clan Associations have a Crucial Role in Community Bonding’, 




positively as well, based on their desire to perform as civic institutions, and to maintain good 
relations with the state.  
 
This call however, should not be made in isolation. Through this thesis, it is clear 
that understanding the structural, historical, social, and political nuances of the temples is 
imperative to creating specific and relevant integration policies. Integration cannot be 
forced, due to the deep-seated linguistic, regional, and caste differences between Indian 
communities. The type of desired integration will have to be specified, as well as the level at 
which it might occur. Encouraging social functions such pilgrimage temple tours as well as 
open voluntarism within temples can provide robust platforms for everyday interaction, but 
both the ‘South’ and ‘North’ Indian communities should be left to maintain autonomy in 
leadership strategies and renewal, as both have fairly successful systems in place.   
 
Next, this study is a stepping stone for further academic and policy research to 
understand how social interactions within religious spaces beyond Hindu temples are guided 
by state authorities, as well as policies of multiculturalism and language. Furthering that, 
other interaction spaces—such as commercial spaces in Little India, or leisure spaces in the 
East Coast where most non-resident Indians reside—are pregnant with the potential for 
further research. Whilst the temples may contain a microcosm of Indian society, Indian 
society exists outside the temple, and the temple is merely one avenue to understand a 





Having worked closely with the communities in both the SSDT and the SLT over the 
course of this study, one of the largest problems that surface with the state’s directive for 
social integration is the assumption that ethnic institutions such as the Hindu temple house a 
specific or monolithic ‘community’. This reductiveness echoes other projects of national 
education and the racial categories used to understand Singapore’s population. Furthermore, 
the lack of accurate statistics and categories in the Singapore census impedes research on the 
actual numbers of Indian communities in Singapore, as well as their migration patterns. 
Until these issues are addressed, meaningful integration projects will be a challenge to 
conceptualise and implement; for now, they can only operate at the level of firefighting.  
 
For now, the rhythm of the temples have been walked through and captured. 
Devotees and committee members have been heard, and what is left is a multifaceted 
narrative of a ‘South’ and ‘North’ Indian temple, each housing a unique set of devotees with 
majority and minority identities, as well as patterns of survival. In asking how we might 
know each other better so as to live with the politics of difference, this study has uncovered 
story after story of alienation, resentment, distrust—but also friendship, curiosity, and 
warmth. It shall be in the asking after of the latter, that we may learn to address the former 
judiciously. More importantly, to err on the side of asking and understanding rather than 
instructing, to understand and be unafraid of complexity in its entirety, will be most useful in 
the approach to integration issues within the Indian diaspora in Singapore—an important 












aarti – a Hindu religious ritual that involves lighting wicks soaked in camphor or ghee, and 
offered to the deity, usually whilst songs are being sung.  
abishegam – Sanskrit term for a devotional activity whereby libations are poured on the 
image of the deity being worshipped, amidst the chanting of mantras. 
archannai – a personal paid puja done by a priest in which one’s name, birth star, and family 
lineage are recited to invoke blessings.  
bhajan – a Hindu devotional song.  
bharatanatyam – popular classical Indian dance form associated especially with Tamil 
Nadu.   
brahmohsatvam – a grand festival of 10 days celebrated by temples in South India, in 
honour of the presiding deity of the temple. In Singapore, the festival culminates with a 
chariot festival, whereby the deity is taken out to visit other temples, and honours are 
exchanged between temples. 
chai – milk tea. 
Chandi Homam – performed in the last week of May at the SSDT annually since 1994 
across 10 days, in honour of the Mother Goddess. 
char dham – the four pilgrimage places most revered by Hindus, consisting of Badrinath, 
Puri, Dwarka, and Rameswaram.  
darshan – the act of viewing and exchanging sight with a deity, as an act of devotion.  
gopuram – a monumental and often ornate power at the entrance of a Hindu temple, 




Hanuman chalisa – a popular Hindu devotional hymn addressed to Hanuman, believed to be 
authored by Tulsidas, and sung in North Indian temples. 
Holi – spring festival known as the festival of colours, where festive colours are thrown at 
each other.  
jati – the term for sub communities and groups within each larger caste category (varna), 
indicative of one’s association with a traditional job function, and usually reflected in one’s 
surname. Traditionally also associated with endogamy.  
jagran – a Hindu religious holiday consisting of an all night worship of the Mother Goddess.  
koyil (Tamil) – temple. 
Kumbhabishegam/Maha kumbhabishegam – a Hindu temple ritual believed to homogenise, 
synergise, and unite the powers of a deity, in the form of a consecration ceremony 
performed at the opening of a temple, and again once every 12 years, according to the 
Agamas.  
Iyer – title given to Hindu Brahmin communities of Tamil Nadu, and is used as a form of 
address for the Tamil pandits in the SSDT.  
mandir – temple, in Hindi, Nepali, Marathi, Gujarati.  
mitra – in reference to friendship.  
murti – a representation of a deity, usually in stone, wood, or metal, which the deity is 
worshipped through.  
Navarathri – a 9 day festival for the goddess Durga.   
Navagraha – the nine major celestial bodies of Hindu astronomy, believed to have influence 
over the lives of living beings.  
nittya pucai – the daily rituals for deities as specified in the Saiva Agama.  
Om jai jagdish hare – popular Hindi devotional song sung by the congregation during aarti.  
prabachan – a form of Hindu religious discourse, by way of lectures on scriptures.  
Rahu kala puja – an auspicious prayer for Durga. 
sadhu – an ascetic.  




sampradaya – a religious system that transmits practice, views and attitudes through 
followers of a guru.  
Sunderkand – the fifth chapter in the Ramayana, recited in the SLNT every last Tuesday of 
the month.  
Shivarathri – annual Hindu festival celebrated in honour of Lord Shiva.  
pakora – fried snack. 
pandit – a scholar and teacher skilled in the Sanskrit language as well as Vedic scriptures, 
Hindu rituals, Hindu law, music, and philosophy, under a guru system.  
Prasad (Sanskrit/Hindi)/prasadam (Tamil) – a material substance, usually food, that is 
consumed by devotees, and believed to contain a deity’s blessing.  
Preeti bhoj – food cooked and served to devotees by volunteers as a form of prasad.  
thai pongal – harvest festival celebrated by Tamils at the end of the harvest season in 
January. 
thaipusam – Hindu festival in the month of Thai (January/February) that honours Murugan.  
thali – a large plate with religious items used in festivals.  
thevaram – Tamil devotional songs.  
ubayam – the undertaking of offerings to a deity, either individually or in a group.  
varna – the four principal caste classifications, which are the Brahmins, Kshatriya, Vaishya, 
and Shudra.  
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